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ABSTRACT 
 
This research was inspired by two critical factors in education: Women leaders who 
continue to be plagued with stereotyping; and education districts, the ‘stepchild’ of 
the South African education hierarchy that merely implements education policies 
and regulations. More recently, the formalisation of education district offices has 
elevated their status through the publication of legislation, accentuating the functions 
of education districts and more specifically, the responsibilities of senior education 
district officials (Department of Basic Education, 2018). The experiences and 
challenges of women in leadership has been extensively studied but limited research 
has been conducted regarding the important role women play in senior leadership 
positions within education districts. Therefore, this study explores the experiences 
of women senior leaders in education districts.   
 
The primary focus of this study was the exploration of the experiences of women 
district senior leaders in their leadership roles in the Gauteng East Education District 
office. To achieve this overarching aim, it was essential to: 
 establish the personal background and leadership styles of each participant 
of this study; 
 determine the perceptions of school principals and district staff of the women 
district senior leaders and of their role as district leaders; 
 examine how power relations affected women district senior leaders in their 
day-to-day operations at their schools; 
 establish the challenges that women education district senior leaders face in 
balancing their work life and their family life; and 
 determine how the role of women education district senior leaders can be 
strengthened to enhance their style of leadership. 
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The research design considered most appropriate for exploring the experiences of 
female senior leaders in the education district was mixed-methods case study, with 
a concurrent triangulation strategy, using both qualitative and quantitative data. A 
smaller quantitative sample helped evaluate and interpret results in what was 
primarily a qualitative study, as well as to allow for triangulation, to enhance the 
validity of the results, and to have a more complete understanding of women district 
senior leaders’ experiences. The quantitative survey using a semi-structured 
questionnaire with a small sample (N=54), targeted all school principals in the 
education district and members of the District Management Team (DMT). The 
qualitative data collection involved individual interviews with women district senior 
leaders and focus group interviews with district team members and selected school 
principals.     
 
Intersectionality and feminist theories were used as theoretical frameworks to 
underpin this study. These theories enabled me to gain a deeper and more 
contextualised understanding of women leaders’ experiences by analysing their 
experiences, and how they used agency and resilience to negotiate challenges in 
their workplaces. Using the Atlas.ti (8.0) programme to analyse the data, six major 
themes emerged from the qualitative data collected: (1) Career trajectory; (2) 
Stereotyping and cultural norms; (3) Power relations; (4) Balancing work and family 
life; (5) Leadership styles, and (6) Leadership support and development. One of the 
main findings of this study revealed that women district senior leaders persistently 
struggle to balance their work and family life amidst rooted patriarchal systems and 
cultural traditions. These women initially lacked the aspiration to take up leadership 
positions but after deep reflection, they took up positions in the education district 
offices as senior leaders. As confirmed by the survey, they faced serious challenges 
and barriers on a daily basis arising from power relations and disrespect and 
insubordination of men under their charge, but their leadership styles and personality 
traits of resilience and assertiveness helped them overcome these barriers. It is 
proposed that the professionalisation of senior leadership positions in education 
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districts should be legislated. It should be a prerequisite that practicing and aspiring 
senior leaders in education districts should hold a formal qualification such as the 
Advanced Diploma in Education (ADELM). Furthermore, women district leaders 
should not be thrown in the “deep end”. They should be provided with the necessary 
support such as induction and mentoring, and participate in formalised professional 
learning communities (PLCs).  
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CHAPTER ONE - ORIENTATION AND BACKGROUND OF THE 
STUDY 
 
1.1 Introduction 
 
The central goal of this study is to investigate the experiences faced by women 
senior leaders in one education district office of the Gauteng Province of South 
Africa. Education districts are managed by district directors and an Executive District 
Management Team (EDMT) consisting of deputy district directors, circuit managers 
and cluster leaders or Institutional Development and Support Officers (IDSOs). The 
managerial positions of these district officials attach with them a great deal of power 
and control over personnel comprising of office-based officials, curriculum facilitators 
and administrators located within the different departments of finance, human 
resources, curriculum, examinations, infrastructure and support (Harvard Business 
Press, 2006; Department of Basic Education, 2013a).   
 
In corporate and public sectors, appointing women to occupy key managerial 
positions has always been a worldwide challenge (Eagly & Carli, 2012). In 
economically progressive countries such as New Zealand and Australia, women 
remain underrepresented in key positions of educational leadership (Sobehart, 
2009). The Pacific countries, specifically Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu and the 
Solomon Islands regard males as superior and suitable for all leadership roles, 
whereas women are treated as subordinates (Sobehart, 2009). Statistics published 
by the South African Board for People Practices (SABPP) Women’s Report reveal 
that women make up 42.2% of the workplace population in South Africa (Bosch, 
2013). However, of the chief executive officer positions, only 4,4% are held by 
women in corporate South Africa. In South Africa, the history of educational 
leadership reveals that women continue to face barriers especially at lower and 
middle management levels. This discourages them from performing at their peak 
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and applying for top management posts; they also do not benefit justifiably from 
equal opportunity interventions created by government legislation (Moorosi, 2010; 
Gauteng Department of Education, 2012; Department of Basic Education, 2013a). 
This is evident even at education district level where only 23 of the 85 education 
districts in South Africa are led by female district directors (Department of Basic 
Education, 2014). 
 
Kanjere (2009) argues that society’s notion of females in senior positions of power 
come with mixed reaction even to the extent of being undermined by male 
subordinates when they climb the social strata despite such challenges. It is 
important that women ascend the social strata because not appointing women in 
key leadership positions undermines the democracy of the country and women’s 
empowerment. Central to my research is the view of gender experience of inequality, 
inferiority and oppression located within a capitalist and patriarchal society (Mestry 
& Schmidt, 2012; Morrell, 2006). Patriarchy literally means ‘rule of the father’ where 
all tribes, races or households are headed by the male in traditional societies, helps 
to explain gender stratification in which men ruled societies through their position as 
heads of villages or households (Walker & Barton, 2014: 202; Morrell, 2006). This 
can be viewed as a broader form of social structuring in which men dominate, 
oppress and exploit women in social situations, including work (Walby, 2003).   
 
South Africa is entrenched with socio-cultural stereotypes and the general belief that 
women are not good leaders (Kanjere, 2009; Walby, 2003). The patriarchal culture, 
linked to South Africa’s colonial past and apartheid history, breeding violence and 
discrimination against women, remains deeply entrenched amongst South African 
ethnic groups and remains dominant in many education districts even in the current 
post-feminist climate (Wilén & Heinecken, 2018; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001).   
 
This study focuses on women leadership performing their management and 
leadership functions in the education district offices facing their traditional patriarchal 
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socio-cultural systems, entrenched stereotypes, lack of support and flawed 
perceptions of women leaders (Kanjere, 2009; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001; Moorosi, 
2010). An education district office is the management sub-unit of a Provincial 
Education Department (PED), which represents a geographical area demarcated 
within a province (Department of Basic Education, 2011). Even those women that 
have secured key leadership roles in education management structures at district 
level have to face many more hurdles compared to their male counterparts (Moorosi, 
2010). Under-representation of women in management and leadership positions 
pose serious problems for purposes of networking and support for women leaders, 
as there are considerably less women leaders and managers to consult with for 
support and advice (Moorosi, 2010). Traditionally, the study of women experiences 
in education and other sectors focused on evaluations against males, and on the 
imbalanced nature of female and male experiences with regards to occupation, 
salary and promotion (Galligan, Clavero & Calloni, 2008). There are disparities 
between males and females where the latter lack the access to positions of authority, 
management support, training and remuneration benefits, are exposed to 
marginalisation, invisibility and subject to feelings of inferiority (Carrim, 2003; 
Moorosi, 2010).  
 
A varied range of social structures that subordinate women sustain gender 
inequalities (McGregor, 2009). These dominating structures are males who are 
mostly in positions of power in district, provincial and national education structures, 
and therefore, their patriarchal ideologies persist. Discrimination, prejudice and 
stereotyping against women have contributed to many injustices, especially in 
securing leadership positions. Even after being appointed in leadership roles, these 
practices continue. Such discrimination and stereotypes perpetuating women’s 
submissiveness survived many generations and continue to triumph in many nations 
and cultures. According to Witz (2013) and Hooks (2000), the former white 
government used patriarchy in families to propagate and indoctrinate its people with 
values supporting hierarchical relations to dominate women. This was due to the 
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state having a vested interest to propagate a countrywide impression that feminism 
and feminist movements represents ‘anti-motherhood and anti-family’ (Barrett & 
McIntosh, 2015: 41) 
 
Contemporary stereotypes incorporate beliefs that men are worthy of status and 
more competent than women in jobs (Ridgeway, 2011). According to feminists, 
women’s subordination results in vast amounts of income inequality, and 
consequently them being exploited economically in jobs (Bartlett, 2017; Hooks, 
2000). Proponents of feminism strongly motivate for the end of sexist oppression, 
the root cause being patriarchy, towards a fair and equal working-class society, free 
of any form of discrimination (Karim & Azlan, 2019). 
 
1.2 Background to the Problem 
 
The equality clause, Section 9(3) of the South African Constitution (Republic of 
South Africa, 1996a), outlaws all forms of discrimination. Although this supreme law 
places women and men on equal footing, prohibiting any forms of discrimination, 
inequalities and injustices against women, these injustices still persist (Bosch, 
2011). The employment statistics in education in South Africa shows that women 
outnumber men in the teaching profession with a ratio of 7:3 female educator to male 
educator in Gauteng but hold a minority of senior managerial positions in South 
African schools (Gauteng Department of Education, 2012; Department of Basic 
Education, 2013a). In the Gauteng Province, all schools fall within 18 districts 
including the head office, which oversees the district offices. There are 2558 senior 
level staff members which include principals, cluster leaders or IDSOs, circuit 
managers, deputy directors, directors, chief directors, branch managers, Head of 
Department and the Member of the Executive Council, of which 1587 are male and 
only 971 are female, a ratio of 5:3 (Gauteng Department of Education, 2015). 
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Gender issues permeate at all levels of government (national, provincial, district) in 
managing the education system and at all educational institutions (schools, colleges, 
technikons, universities). It also includes ABET (Adult Basic Education and Training) 
and other centres of learning entailing administration and involving people with 
educational leadership and management roles (Gender Equity Task Team, 1997: 
195). After 25 years of the new political dispensation in South Africa, the gender 
requirements of 50% females to 50% males have been met with a collective point of 
view in terms of appointments within the education department’s head offices and 
education district offices (Department of Basic Education, 2013a). However, to 
achieve this at senior management echelons is difficult, due to the high proportion 
of men in the age group of 40 to 49 years as it is only when these individuals resign 
or retire that the education department may be able to accomplish the target to 
appoint women in senior positions (Department of Basic Education, 2013a). 
Furthermore, Moorosi (2007) argues that the domination of men in commanding 
positions within the educational institution structures such as school governing 
bodies and education district offices severely restricts women’s admittance to these 
leadership posts and their performance. Legislation such as the South African 
Constitution (Republic of South Africa, 1996a) together with the Employment Equity 
Act (Republic of South Africa, 1998) aim to promote equal opportunity and equality, 
these laws do not address the subtle practices of discrimination and stereotypes that 
are suffered by women at work or at home (Moorosi, 2010). 
 
Appointing women into education leadership and management positions is only an 
initial step in the process to address gender equity in senior management positions 
from a quantitative point of view (Gender Equity Task Team, 1997). The 
disadvantages women are subjected to, or not related to the leadership positional 
needs, but instead propagate a false opinion that women are not resilient or lack the 
experience that is demanded when faced with ‘hard’ and tough situations 
(Uwizeyimana & Mathevula, 2014; Chisholm, 2001). According to Sinha (2008), it 
would appear that tough situations require a leader to exhibit characteristic features 
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such as aggressiveness, determination, assertiveness, confidence, discipline, 
steadfastness, decisiveness and resilience. A false perception exists that women 
leaders lack these qualities (Gregory, 2003; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001). The flawed 
perceptions of the true position of women leaders that perhaps serve as critical 
barriers when carrying out their management and leadership functions as district 
senior leaders are poor self-image, not enough assertiveness or confidence, low 
career orientation, poor performance and discrimination (Pritchard & Grant, 2015; 
Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001).  These perceptions have been a result of women not 
securing ‘role models and mentors’ during their leadership tenure, having much 
unplanned career trajectories; and different career paths than men (Pritchard & 
Grant, 2015:338). The poor self-image that women have of themselves has been 
developed through their upbringing, having been culturally conditioned to accept this 
position in society. Furthermore, society has generally perceived women to be just 
eloquent speakers but poor in performance and delivery as they lack the necessary 
confidence (Derks, Scheepers & Ellemers, 2013; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001).   
 
Gender stereotypes is one of the major reasons for women’s under-representation 
in educational leadership positions and was found to manifest as low self-esteem 
and lack of confidence in women leaders especially when performing their roles 
(Mupa, 2017; Chabaya, Rembe and Wadesango, 2009). The flawed perceptions of 
women leaders as poor performers who lack assertiveness are undermined by their 
male subordinates (Kanjere, 2009). Women are perceived to be less career-
orientated because of the lack of opportunities, lack of appropriate role-models, 
traditional beliefs, prejudices, stereotypes and biases that still hold the view that the 
appropriate place for a woman is in the home (Uwizeyimana & Mathevula, 2014).  
The traditional African culture teaches each sex-group how to conduct themselves 
when they are expected to fulfil specific roles such as husbands and wives. 
Furthermore, in African culture women are prohibited from taking on leadership roles 
in community matters (Kambarami, 2006; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001). 
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Women face discrimination when taking leadership positions such as senior 
education leaders (Moorosi, 2010). Discrimination at work is another sign of low 
interest in the recruitment of women into leadership positions (Uwizeyimana & 
Mathevula, 2014; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001). According to Coleman’s Report, 
discrimination against women in education leadership indicates little progress 
towards shifting biases against women in the workplace and although there are 
many women working in the field of education, there is a disproportionately low 
representation of women in positions of leadership (Bassett, 2009). Women are 
often perceived by others as the weaker sex, who do not usually react when 
discriminated against as they fear that they may be harmed or victimised. Men are 
still the prime barrier to women in leadership positions.  Gendered social stereotypes 
influence the division of work and allocation of management duties (Moorosi, 2010). 
Old-fashioned sexist attitudes, despite some progress, continue and remains one of 
the key barriers to the progress of women.  The road to power, for women, is a 
labyrinth or similar to an obstacle course (Eagly & Carli, 2007). A study conducted 
by Moorosi (2010) revealed that women leaders in the educational fraternity 
frequently experience insubordination from their subordinates who refuse to accept 
their authority. 
 
Men working in a male leadership-dominated environment often highlight the 
contrasting roles of males and females especially those relating to the 
responsibilities of raising children, concluding that women’s family duties are in 
conflict with work duties (Gregory, 2003). Traditionally, women have fulfilled their 
familial duties of rearing their children, whilst men, who avoided or were relieved 
from those responsibilities, were able to commit fully to their jobs and perform well 
in their workplace roles (Gregory, 2003). This unequal treatment, built into the 
practices and procedures of male leadership-dominated organisations, routinely 
disadvantaged female workers. These practices and procedures that have been 
created by men to suit their contexts, consequently, ignoring or degrading the 
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experiences and perceptions of female leaders leaving them without much 
professional support (Gregory, 2003).  
 
Furthermore, women leaders lack the professional and institutional support, which 
includes limited induction training (Dean, Bracken & Allen, 2009; Moorosi, 2010).  
Induction training by the Department of Education for senior education district 
officials is limited or even non-existent (Moorosi, 2010). It appears that the more 
support female leaders get from stakeholders, the more they seemed comfortable 
with their position as educational leaders. However, some women who experienced 
problems after their appointment as senior education leaders seemed to have lost 
the love for that leadership position and left their jobs (Haslam & Ryan, 2008). Some 
female leaders also cite stress and work overload as factors affecting their 
performance (Van Wyk, 2012). With the lack of professional and institutional 
support, women who are appointed in positions that are high risk and leaning 
towards failure, may be criticised for negative performances and outcomes. These 
positions are fraught with failure as they were initiated long before they take up their 
roles, better known as the phenomenon of the ‘glass cliff’ (Haslam & Ryan, 2008: 
531). According to Haslam and Ryan (2008: 531), the ‘glass cliff’ phenomenon 
occurs when women are selected for jobs that have a greater likelihood of failure 
and ridicule. These are management positions in organisational units that are 
undergoing a crisis and are vacated by men. 
 
Networking is also an important source of professional support, mentoring and 
professional development. Moorosi (2010) argues that networking is critical for 
survival in a male dominated work environment within the educational leadership 
domain as it provides important emotional and psychological support, including 
social networks. Moorosi (2010) found a lack of consistency with regard to 
networking between colleagues and when it occurred it was informal or unorganised. 
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An issue affecting women leaders’ performance is their domestic responsibilities. 
Women are often overburdened with family and domestic duties, for which they 
receive very little support. This confounds their performance in their senior 
leadership roles (Van Wyk, 2012). According to Moorosi (2010), women leaders do 
not get much support from their husbands and are forced to rely on help from 
relatives such as their older or younger sisters, their mothers or domestic workers. 
Due to the poor support received in terms of leadership functions, it is hardly 
surprising that women enter management positions in large numbers and leave 
these positions in similar numbers (Haslam & Ryan, 2008). 
 
Anwar (2006) argues that policy development alone is not enough to root out the 
deep seated gendered socio-cultural traditions because women experience more 
obstacles in their careers than men. Their experiences are influenced by personal, 
organisational and social factors. Onsongo (2003) contends that despite having the 
necessary educational leadership and management qualifications, there is a lack of 
aspiration by women towards senior management positions. Moorosi (2010) 
discovered that many women leaders pursue a qualification in management only 
after being appointed to middle management positions. Women leaders have to also 
negotiate their other significant roles and family responsibilities such as child rearing, 
cooking and maintaining the house. Due to the traditional gender division of labour 
and triple roles - productive, reproductive and community - in which many women 
find themselves they often have significant and time-consuming activities outside 
their work environment (Gender Equity Task Team, 1997). The role of household 
management and childcare continues to serve as a significant hurdle in their 
aspiration for senior management positions in education district offices. 
 
There is also the need to move beyond political symbolism, of framing policies and 
legislation, as these have symbolic meaning (Moorosi, 2006). Rather, policy 
implementation to realise the goals set for the emancipation of women in preparation 
for promotion in the workplace, is equally significant (Moorosi, 2006). Due to the lack 
10 
 
of implementation of policies, old belief still firmly rooted. According to Bay (2019), 
women are trained from an early age to believe that they are inferior to men; that 
her place is in the home and fields; tend to the needs of her husband, and bear 
children. 
 
In spite of these firmly rooted cultural beliefs and practices, women are breaking 
through the so called ‘glass ceiling’ taking on provincial positions such as IDSOs, 
circuit managers and district directors within education districts. In these posts, they 
face challenges in the education district offices (Moorosi, 2010). The traditional 
stereotypical attitudes continue to flourish in a social system that is aimed at 
promoting gender equity which concurs with the more recent studies conducted 
(Sanderson & Whitehead, 2016; Robinson, Shakeshaft, Grogan & Newcomb, 2017; 
Chakrabarti & Grover, 2016).  Whilst the primary causes of discrimination against 
women may be rooted in cultural beliefs and systems, secondary causes are rooted 
in the androcentric organisational structures, policies and practices (Bobbitt-Zeher, 
2011).  Discrimination against female education district officials may be overt or 
covert using subtle innuendoes, images, valuing and language (Mestry & Schmidt, 
2012). As a result of a majority of education district senior positions being occupied 
by males, women’s leadership role suitability is constantly being assessed against 
male behavioural patterns and attributes, as these appear to be the norm (Moorosi, 
2010; Mestry & Schmidt, 2012). As such, women education district leaders continue 
to face prejudices of discrimination at district offices such as resistance, 
insubordination and sabotage (Lumby, 2015; Chisholm, 2001). 
 
While there is existing literature around South African women striving for senior 
educational management and leadership positions, an exploration of the leadership 
role of women education district leaders and the actual experiences in negotiating 
challenges and barriers in the workplace is needed. The following section outlines 
the problem statement. 
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1.3 Statement of the Problem 
 
The main research problem of this study is: What are the experiences of women 
district senior leaders in the education district offices of the Gauteng Province?   
 
The following sub-questions will be used to explore the problem: 
 
1. How does the personal background of women district senior officials 
contribute to their leadership and management style? 
2. What are the experiences of women district senior leaders in their everyday 
interactions with schools and district staff? 
3. What are the perceptions of school principals and district staff of the women 
district senior leaders in their role as district leaders? 
4. How do power relations affect the role of women district senior leaders? 
5. What challenges do women district senior leaders face in balancing their work 
life and their family life? 
6. How can the role of women education district officials’ leaders be 
strengthened to enhance their leadership roles? 
 
The parameters within which this research will be conducted have been formulated 
through the research questions as well as the research problem.  
 
1.4 Aims of the Research 
 
The general aim of the study is to explore the experiences of women district senior 
leaders in their leadership role in the education district offices of the Gauteng 
Province. The objectives of this study are: 
 
1. To investigate what influence the women district senior leaders’ background 
contributes to their leadership and management style; 
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2. To explore the experiences of women district senior leaders in their everyday 
interactions with schools and district staff; 
3. To explore what perceptions school principals and district staff have of the 
women district senior leaders in their role as district leaders. 
4. To investigate the effect of power relations on the role of women district senior 
leaders; 
5. To explore the challenges women district leaders face in balancing their work 
life and their family life; and 
6. To explore ways of strengthening the role of women education district officials 
in order to enhance their leadership role. 
 
Following the discussion of the problem and the statement of the aims, the method 
considered to research the problem of women leadership roles at education district 
offices will now be discussed.   
 
1.5 Research Design and Methodology 
 
Research designs are actions and steps used to collect, analyse, interpret and report 
data in research studies, representing different models for doing research (Creswell, 
2009). This design will be positioned within the interpretivist paradigm.  
Interpretivists believe that reality is developed inter-subjectively using the 
interpretations and understandings developed experientially and socially, in which 
the object under investigation and the investigator are brought together such that 
who people are and how they understand the world is the central tenet of how they 
understand the world around themselves and others (Zerguit, 2012). Reality is thus 
socially constructed and may be interpreted differently by different people (Hatch, 
2006). I will use the interpretive paradigm to gain an understanding of the 
experiences of women senior leaders in education districts in South Africa and how 
they are able to negotiate challenges and barriers in their workplace. 
 
13 
 
A mixed-methods case study design will be used to address the research question.  
According to Yin (2012), case study will be an appropriate design choice when 
research answers a descriptive question, as is the case of this study. The case study 
approach allows researchers to maintain the holistic and meaningful feature of real-
life events such as processes in management and organisations, small group 
dynamics and individual life cycles (Yin, 2018; Yin, 2009). Yin (2018) further outlines 
the logic of case study as a design choice: A case study as an empirical inquiry 
research is appropriate when research explores in an in-depth manner, present-day 
phenomenon within its real-life context. In this study, women senior leaders will be 
investigated with specific focus on their experiences as leaders and how they cope 
with discrimination, stereotyping and the related challenges.  Secondly, case study 
inquiry uses a variety of sources of evidence expecting data to converge in a 
triangulating manner as will be conducted in this research (Yin, 2018). Since context 
and phenomenon are not always distinct or distinguishable in real-life conditions, 
case study investigation would be more appropriate (Yin, 2018). 
 
The unit of analysis or “case” is the female district senior leadership’ and the 
bounded context is the education district office. The type of case study in this 
research is referred to as a descriptive case study (Yin, 2018; Yin, 2009: 21). A 
descriptive case study will offer insights into the social world of women leadership 
under investigation, enabling the research to provide a descriptive account, using 
the results of the examination and analysis of the case (Yin, 2012; Bassey, 2000). 
A significant feature of case study, even though the techniques used may be 
different that could include both the quantitative and qualitative approaches, is the 
belief that human systems construct a unique wholeness or integrity which are not 
simply a bundle of loose traits (Hancock & Algozzine, 2017; Bassey, 2000). In 
undertaking this study, I endeavoured to go beyond a mere description of women 
senior leadership but carry out a thorough probe of the interdependencies of 
patterns and of parts that arise from the context characteristics such as leadership 
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styles of female leaders, coping mechanisms against social barriers at work and 
character development (Hancock & Algozzine, 2017).  
 
A mixed method comprising of both the qualitative and quantitative research 
methods is to be employed concurrently to probe the experiences of women district 
senior leaders consisting of district directors, deputy district directors, circuit 
managers and cluster leaders or IDSOs, together with the perspectives of school 
principals and district staff members who work with female education district senior 
leaders. According to Creswell and Clark (2011), a mixed-method design usually 
comprises of one quantitative method designed to collect numerical data, and a 
qualitative method designed to collect themes or patterns, where no one method is 
integrally linked to any specific research paradigm. While quantitative data provide 
a more generic understanding of a problem, qualitative data gives a more complete 
understanding of the problem, and therefore mixed methods research allows for an 
understanding that an individual approach cannot provide on its own (Creswell & 
Clark, 2011). 
 
A mixed methods design is selected in this investigation since the use of the 
quantitative and the qualitative research methods would enable the researcher to 
answer the research question in the best possible way. The researcher will also be 
able to gain insight concerning the types of challenges women district senior leaders 
face as well as strategies they use to negotiate challenges. The strategy of inquiry 
that will direct the mixed methods design in the collection, analysis and mixing of the 
qualitative and quantitative is the concurrent triangulation design strategy (Taylor, 
2017; Hanson, Creswell, Clark, Petska & Creswell, 2005; Creswell, 2014). In order 
to provide a more comprehensive analysis of the research problem in this strategy, 
the researcher converges quantitative and qualitative data. During the enquiry, both 
types of data is collected at the same time by the researcher, which is then integrated 
during the overall interpretation of the results (Taylor, 2017; Creswell & Creswell, 
2013). The use of both quantitative and qualitative data helps to “enrich” the results 
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in ways that a single data form does not allow, helps to facilitate data triangulation 
and takes less time for data collection as the processes are done simultaneously 
(Creswell & Clark, 2017; Hanson et al., 2005). Although data analysis is done 
separately, integration usually occurs at the point of data interpretation (Taylor, 
2017). While the strengths of both the data collection methods can be overlapped, 
the weaknesses of a single method can be offset by the strengths of the other (Kwok, 
2012). The concurrent triangulation approach will be employed, using the 
quantitative method to explore the perceptions of school principals and district staff 
about female senior district leaders, whereas the qualitative method probes the 
actual experiences of female district senior leaders and other personnel at the 
education district offices.  
 
Qualitative methods that will be used in the data collection process include 
interviews, direct observation of women senior leaders at work and the analysis of 
documents pertaining to their plans and strategies. Both individual interviews and 
focus-group interviews will be conducted with the participants. Open-ended 
questions in the interviews will allow for the exploration of issues from the 
participants’ perspectives, while semi-structured interviews will allow for probing and 
extended responses on various challenges experienced by female district senior 
leaders as well strategies to cope with these challenges. Direct observation will be 
conducted whenever the participants meet during their scheduled meetings with 
district staff, principals, cluster meetings and tele-conferences. Documents 
pertaining to the plans, programmes, meeting agenda, strategies and minutes of 
meetings will be analysed.  
 
Since the aim of this study is to investigate and explore the women district senior 
leaders’ experiences, key participants will include women senior district leaders as 
well as the various stakeholders involved in districts such as district staff, school 
principals and the district management team. District staff includes the district 
director, circuit managers, cluster leaders or IDSOs, subject facilitators, deputy 
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directors, administrators and general assistants. The population will be drawn from 
the Gauteng East District of the Gauteng Province consisting of 184 schools and 
280 district staff personnel. The sample for the qualitative approach will constitute 
eight individual interviews and two focus-group interviews, and for the quantitative 
method, questionnaires will target all the principals and district senior staff. 
 
Purposive sampling will be used for the qualitative method. In this sampling method, 
the features of the population of interest is determined beforehand by the 
researcher, who then tries to locate individuals who have those features (Johnson 
& Christensen, 2012).  As part of the qualitative research, eight individual interviews 
with the female senior leaders will be conducted which would include the district 
director, 1 deputy director, 2 circuit managers and 4 cluster leaders or IDSOs. 
Women leaders would be selected based on the number of years appointed in a 
senior management position as this will provide for the more experienced senior 
leaders. Semi-structured individual interviews would use open-ended questions. 
Interviews will be led until the discussion data is saturated. Any further probing in 
the interview would not lead to any new information that would be relevant to the 
experiences of the women senior district leaders.   
 
The Atlas-ti programme will be used to analyse data. Observation and document 
analysis will also be conducted, which will lead to data triangulation. Furthermore, in 
order to address internal validity and to demonstrate rigor in the data, triangulation 
is necessary. To get a broader view, it becomes necessary to combine observational 
fieldwork and interviews (Barbour, 2001). 
 
The Quantitative research method will employ a structured questionnaire to be given 
to principals and district officials within the Gauteng East education District.  
Questionnaires will comprise of two sections, biographical data and closed-ended 
questions. The close-ended questions, using a Likert scale, consists of four parts. 
The questionnaires will be distributed to all school principals of the Gauteng East 
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Education District and members of the district management team (DMT) to explore 
their perceptions of the role of women senior leadership in their district office. A pilot 
study will be undertaken to test the design of the questionnaire (Creswell & Clark, 
2011). Participants of the pilot study will not be drawn from the sampled schools but 
from other such institutions. Following the pilot study, the questionnaires will 
undergo a review process to test for ambiguity, vagueness and that it is easy to 
understand. The statistical analysis will be carried out by means of the latest version 
of the SPSS programme. 
 
Trustworthiness of a research refers to the quality of an enquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 
2013).  A research is trustworthy when the findings and conclusions made are based 
on the empirical processes, and if these findings and conclusions can be trusted 
(Lincoln & Guba, 2013). The tests for validity and reliability are necessary as they 
measure outcomes. This ensures research trustworthiness (Merriam, 2009). 
 
Validity of a measurement refers to the instrument’s ability to measure what it 
purports to measure (Bajpai & Bajpai, 2014). Conrad and Serlin (2006) argue that 
for the findings of an inquiry to be internally valid, the researcher must be able to 
make significant interpretations from the instruments that actually measure what 
they were planned to measure. Conrad and Serlin (2006) further declare that 
findings are externally valid and generalizable, when a repeat of the study in different 
settings will produce the same results. This case study will therefore strive for an 
analytic generalisation of its findings to broader theory. 
 
Construct validity entails determining the correct operational measures for the 
concept under investigation and will be enhanced in this study by the use of a variety 
of sources of evidence. Content validity will be applied by consulting specialist staff 
in the Faculty of Education and the Department of Statistical Services of the 
University of Johannesburg to examine the questionnaire and by conducting a pilot 
study before distribution (Creswell, 2014). 
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Reliability, on the other hand, undertakes the role of prediction. Reliability refers to 
repeating measurements using the same or similar techniques, producing similar 
results and is an indication of the stability (or repeatability) and consistency (or 
homogeneity) with which the instrument measures the concept and helps to assess 
the goodness of a measure (Bajpai & Bajpai, 2014; Cargan, 2007).  In order to 
ensure reliability, the procedures followed in the case will be documented and a case 
study database will be developed. 
 
1.6 Theoretical Framework 
 
A theoretical framework signifies a thought process by which research is fused into 
a prevailing body of knowledge that is applicable to the topic examined (Mouton, 
1998). This framework provides a clear outline of the areas in which meaningful 
relationships that may possibly exist, working towards the goals to justify the 
research (Osanloo & Grant, 2016). The theoretical framework serves to bring 
together key factors that are being researched in a meaningful relationship. 
 
Theoretically, this study brings together three key focus areas; sociology, gender 
difference and educational leadership, as it explores social behaviours with the 
possibility of effecting social change. It attempts to contribute to the existing body of 
knowledge by filling in the gaps that exist in literature in these three areas. To 
validate which knowledge claim becomes legitimate or illegitimate, the objective is 
to reveal how these three areas could influence leadership within the educational 
district offices. With this as a backdrop, both feminist theory and intersectionality 
theory will be used to gain a deeper and more contextualised understanding of the 
experiences including the challenges faced by women in their leadership roles at 
education district offices. 
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This research will examine how gender discrimination in the workplace impacts on 
the performance of women in leadership and management positions. Encompassing 
various philosophies, theories and political movements, it is critical to scrutinize 
ways in which gender is addressed in feminism and informed by feminist theories 
(McGregor, 2009). A large portion of these are critical towards existing gender and 
social relations, and in this study, how they address social justice, stereotypes and 
insubordination towards women leaders in the education district offices. It is 
important for this study, using feminist theories, to understand the experiences of 
women leaders in their leadership roles. 
 
Feminism is women’s resistance to oppression and their pursuit to end sexist 
oppression (Allen, 2018; Hooks, 2000).  Sexist oppression is of fundamental 
importance and even though it may be the basis of all women oppressions, it is a 
practice of domination that most women experience (Hooks, 2015). Hooks (2015) 
further argues that sexist oppression is experienced by both the exploiter or 
exploited. It is a practice of domination that most people have grown accustomed to, 
in many cases accepted, before any other type of group oppression (Hooks, 2015). 
Feminist theory attempts to explore the conditions that shape women’s lives and 
also explores the cultural understandings of what it means to be a woman (Allen, 
2018; Jackson & Jones, 1998). The theory developed out of the need to understand 
women’s subordination within a variety of social and cultural domains (Allen, 2018). 
This would assist in forming a synergised platform and basis for understanding the 
responses of women to a variety of contextual demands of leading and managing in 
the education districts. 
 
The central feature of feminism in the modern era is the contention that ‘all women 
are oppressed’ (Hooks, 2015: 145). This claim suggests that all women share as a 
collective group, that factors like class and race, do not create different experiences 
that determine to what extent sexism will be an overbearing force to them as 
individual women (Hooks, 2015).  Most women do have choices, even though these 
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choices may be inadequate.  Modern emancipated women are used to having 
choices at her disposal and words such as exploitation and discrimination provides 
a more realistic description of their experiences as a collective group (Gill & Scharff, 
2013; Hooks, 2015).   
 
Feminist theory cannot completely describe the lot of women, as it cannot explain 
the world for all women, in all places and at all times (Allen, 2018; Jackson & Jones, 
1998). It is better described as a process of positing or theorising rather than a 
confidential body of knowledge. Together with intersectionality theory, feminist 
theory provides an additional lens through which the impact of the political, historical, 
cultural and socio-economic background of women leaders, especially in education, 
could be understood.   
 
The second framework, Intersectionality, is best known as a theory with which to 
explore how South African women in general manage their daily life regardless of 
class or profession (Collins, 2000). This theory allows for the flexibility to work within 
a matrix of domination reflecting multiple layers of social systems and history of 
intersecting oppression (Schmidt & Mestry, 2014; Collins, 2000). Using 
intersectionality as an analytical tool allows researchers to study the situated context 
within which the South African women district senior leaders work. This theory offers 
an opportunity to explore the barriers and challenges these women leaders face on 
a daily basis and to explore the ways in which women manage their use of agency 
to diminish these challenges. 
 
Unlike most sociological theories that focus on just one variable at a time, the 
intersectional approach, paying attention to the ‘relationships and interactions 
between multiple axes of identity and multiple dimensions of social organisation - at 
the same time’, identifies subjects (women) that ‘occupy multiple social locations’, 
attends to the complexity of their experiences, and all the while remains committed 
to social justice (McCann & Kim, 2013: 162). This commitment is articulated through 
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building knowledge that “incorporates the many contradictory and overlapping ways 
that human life is experienced”, while paying attention to how power operates in and 
through social structures, interpersonal relationships, discourse and representation.   
 
Intersectionality theory promotes the idea that women experience oppression in 
multiple permutations and degrees of intensity (Ritzer, 2010). It is a theory analysing 
the intertwining of the cultural and social axes, where the relationships between the 
different axes such as gender, race, class, ethnicity, sexuality and nationality are 
observed on different levels in order to explain the multiple inequalities that exist in 
society (Knudsen 2006 cited in Lanehart, 2009). They are interrelated forms of 
oppression that are exhibited in multiple forms of discrimination. This theory 
recognises the link between ideology and power that allows dominants to control 
subordinates (Ritzer, 2010). 
 
The intersectionality theory underpins this study and serves to meet the aim and 
objectives of this research. In my study, women affected in education districts will 
be the unit of analysis with the view to understanding how they experience work and 
the opportunity, or lack thereof, to progress towards leadership positions within their 
work contexts. The study focuses largely on women that have successfully 
progressed to district senior leadership positions and how they go about leading and 
managing at district offices on a day-to-day basis, and address related challenges.  
Intersectionality allows researchers to consider and understand the different levels 
of influence that may be related to a long history and culture of discrimination against 
women, and how these levels interact.  
 
Once the experiences of women leaders are explored, the types of challenges that 
women leaders face will be established. These will be presented as themes for 
purposes of exploring the ways in which women leaders face domination and shape 
resistance using individual agency, that is, the actions taken to overcome challenges 
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in the workplace (Collins, 2000). Women education district senior leaders may 
overcome some of their challenges using agency. 
 
Agency in this context refers to self-assertion, a desire for achievement, and ways 
to resist, subvert and negotiate challenges faced in their workplace daily (Burke & 
Mattis, 2005). Men are seen to be agentic or achievement-orientated by being more 
aggressive, powerful, self-determining and decisive. Women, on the other hand, are 
seen as service orientated or communal by being more kind, obliging, understanding 
and concerned about others, consciously reproducing their own conditions of being 
(Burke & Mattis, 2005). Hence, the intersectional approach coupled with the feminist 
theory may be the most suitable framework within which this study will be located. 
 
1.7 Ethical Considerations 
 
Due to the sensitive and controversial nature of the question under study and the 
responses on the participants, the researcher is aware of the implications inherent 
in their disclosure of this information, and the impact it could have on their 
professional lives. The integrity of the researcher is necessary and vital to ensuring 
that the empirical process and a researcher’s findings are valid and trustworthy 
(Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). This research will be undertaken with a moral code of 
respect for the knowledge, person, the quality of educational research, democratic 
values, and academic freedom (Creswell, 2015). 
 
The researcher will obtain consent from the Gauteng Department of Education, the 
University of Johannesburg and potential respondents needed to conduct this study 
and that the participants could withdraw at any time from the research. Furthermore, 
personal information will not be revealed without the participants’ consent. 
Plagiarism will be avoided at all costs. The information gathered will be accessible 
to all participants upon request and will be kept safely for the term of the study. All 
interviews will be conducted at a time that is convenient for the participants. 
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Furthermore, the outcomes of this study will be available to research participants 
upon request. An important aspect of validity and reliability would be for the 
transcriptions to be shared with the participants so that they can check for 
correctness and accuracy. 
 
1.8 Concept Clarification 
 
Having discussed the research methodology and ethical considerations it is now 
essential to clarify the concepts that will be used in this study. 
 
1.8.1 Gender Discrimination 
 
Gender discrimination, in this study, refers to the process of purposive dominating 
and discounting people in a less favourable manner concerning their sexual 
orientation, marital status, gender, physical incompetence over others and taking 
way their rights and liberty to engage in any public activity they choose to partake in 
(Van Deventer & Van Der Westhuizen, 2000). Gender discrimination is a result of a 
belief that a person of one sex in inherently superior to a person of another sex. It is 
prejudice based on a person’s gender or sex.  It stems from outmoded stereotypes 
of gender roles. Policies and practices that are discriminatory in the workplace 
adversely affect older women, women of colour, pregnant women, and women with 
children (Gregory, 2003). Discriminatory conduct at all points of the employment 
relationship has negative effects on women (Gregory, 2003). 
 
1.8.2 Intersectionality 
 
The term ‘intersectionality’ was first presented by Kimberle’ Crenshaw in 1989 as 
she brought to the fore, issues of black women’s employment in the United States 
(Berger & Guidroz, 2009:3). Intersectionality is the study of crossings or 
intersections between different types of oppression, discrimination or domination 
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(Schmidt & Mestry, 2014). Black feminism, as an example, argue that the 
experiences of black women has to be understood conjointly as being black and 
being female, rather than independently, and must include the interactions, which 
frequently reinforce each other.   
 
Intersectionality, as a theory of interlocking systems of oppression, maintains that 
race, social class, and gender directly contributes to Black women’s experiences 
(Collins, 2000; Schmidt & Mestry, 2014). The theory attempts to explain how the 
different categories or axes of biological make-up, culture and social divisions such 
as gender, race, class, ability, sexual orientation, caste and other axes of identities 
interrelate on different levels, all leading to a systematic practice of injustice and 
social inequality. 
 
1.8.3 Agency 
 
The definition of agency relates to women consciously and responsibly reproducing 
their own conditions of existence by performing a certain type of action (Schmidt & 
Mestry, 2014). Agency is the capacity to act and remains an intricacy of performative 
acts stemming from layers of understanding within different contexts, where African 
women are able to “subvert even dominant notions of agentic action, performing 
agency by appropriating positions of seeming lack of agency, and in remarkable 
ways consciously reproducing their own conditions of being” (Kiguwa, 2006: 14).  
 
1.9 Significance of the Study 
 
Noting research gaps in the areas of women leadership in education districts, the 
study’s explorative-descriptive nature of the practices and experiences of women 
senior district leadership in their roles as district leadership would have both 
theoretical and practical importance. 
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1.9.1 Expected Theoretical Value 
 
This research contributes to literature on women district senior leaders, an area that 
is very much under-researched. By doing so, women leaders in education districts 
will become a feature of discussion in the agendas of all eighty-five education 
districts as well as all nine Provincial Education Departments in South Africa. Aimed 
at detailing women leadership in education districts, this study focuses on how they 
define women in leadership roles, as well as an exploration into the strengths that 
women leaders possess in these roles. In addition, it investigates the challenges that 
women leaders in education district offices experience at work and in their personal 
lives, and how they strive to find a balance between the two.   
 
Another key contribution that this research would make is to provide insight about 
women leaders’ enhancing of personal leadership in their work environment. 
Leadership styles used by women in education district offices to negotiate 
challenges faced to become effective leaders, would serve as a beacon to others 
that face with similar leadership dilemmas that occur in an androcentric work 
environment. 
 
1.9.2 Expected Practical Value 
 
This study contributes to highlighting the psychological and social impact of 
discrimination towards women senior leaders in the education district office, and how 
these impact on their ability to function as district senior leaders. Women leaders in 
the education district office needs to be given a ‘voice’. 
 
Breaking through the ‘glass ceiling’, women that are appointed in leadership 
positions in the education district offices are not formally supported and developed 
to take on these roles. This study will stress the importance of strengthening their 
position as women leaders within education district offices. Education districts and 
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the Provincial Education Departments would need to find ways of professionally 
supporting and developing women leaders. 
 
An important practical contribution of this study is to utilise the knowledge and 
insights acquired from the findings to encourage other women to pursue career 
paths in the field of education beyond schools to the level of district senior 
leadership. 
 
1.10 Sequence of Chapters 
 
Chapter One establishes the background, introduction and justification of the 
research.  The study emphasises the challenges and barriers that prevent women 
leader’s performances in the education district offices, particularly discrimination 
against women as they take up leadership positions. The research problem, aim of 
the research, conceptual framework, clarification of concepts and the division of 
chapters are also highlighted. 
 
In Chapter Two, relevant literature on feminist theories together with the challenges 
impeding on women leaders’ performances is explored. A strategy that can be 
utilised to transform their districts into feasible institutions to overcome discrimination 
is detailed. 
 
Chapter Three concentrates on the research methodology, which examines the 
collection of data through multiple means, the interaction with respondents, with the 
focus on describing how they respond. A mixed method approach will be used to 
extract data that will yield both qualitative and quantitative data. 
 
Chapter Four provides an interpretation and analysis of the findings.  
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Chapter Five outlines the findings and provides recommendations and conclusions 
as well as areas for further research. 
 
1.11 Summary 
 
This chapter provided a framework and background for the research. It has been 
argued that women are capable leaders given the opportunity to senior district 
managerial positions. However, due to males holding key recruitment positions, 
access to these senior positions is severely restricted. This research is motivated by 
the need to demonstrate the experiences that women leaders have in senior 
positions and that they continue to be discriminated against, even in education 
districts. Key issues facing women district senior leaders include: 
 
 Cultural stereotypes and subtle practices of discrimination; 
 the false perception that women lack a good self-image, assertiveness, 
confidence, and good leadership performance; 
 ‘glass cliff’ - whereby women are more likely than men to be appointed to 
leadership positions associated with increased risk of failure and criticism; 
 Professional and institutional support; 
 
The chapter further provides the statement of the problem in which areas of 
discrimination and stereotypical attitudes towards women has been emphasised. 
The aim of the research was formulated and directed at examining the experiences 
of women leaders in education district offices and how they carry out their leadership 
roles. The aim was also directed at exploring ways of supporting and developing the 
role of women district leaders in order to enhance their leadership role. The research 
methodology is outlined and key concepts including gender discrimination, 
intersectionality and agency equity were clarified. The following chapter will feature 
appropriate literature on the role of women leaders in education district offices 
together with challenges they face, will be discussed.  
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CHAPTER TWO - LITERATURE REVIEW: WOMEN DISTRICT 
SENIOR LEADERS 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
The first chapter of this research provided the background, context and a motivation 
for the study of women who are in senior leadership positions in the education district 
offices. A broad outline of the research methodology and the rationale for the study 
was also presented. The theoretical framework was introduced, and the statement of 
the problem, together with the aims of the study were provided. The focus of this 
inquiry is the lived experiences of women in senior leadership positions in education 
districts. Chapter One also presented the ethical considerations together with the 
practical and theoretical importance of the study. 
 
Current literature on women education leaders is explored in this chapter. Pertinent 
theories and issues on women leaders in the education districts will be analysed.  
Together with this, types of challenges that women face will be examined. When 
examining such literature, gaps will be identified, critical analysis of literature will be 
offered and commonalities noted. Those areas that have not been explored in 
existing literature, especially issues concerning districts, will be examined and 
further discussed. International practices of women leadership will also be explored.  
The experiences faced by women as superintendents (similar to district senior 
leaders) is noteworthy and significant to the South African experience.   
 
The purpose of a literature review is to set out the broad context of the study by 
situating the existing literature in a broad scholarly and historical context, clearly 
demarcating what is within the scope of investigation and what is not, and 
consequently justifying these decisions as it forms the foundation of the research 
(Boote & Beile, 2005; Hart, 2018). Understandably, the contributions of other 
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scholars to the pool of knowledge pertinent to the topic, their notions and research 
will provide an outline that includes the “methodological assumptions, data-
collection techniques, key concepts and structuring of the research into a 
conservative academic thesis” (Hart, 2018: 27). Reviews in research play a critical 
role in knowledge production and accumulation, and yet limited attention is given to 
the methodology of conducting reviews (Hallinger, 2014). 
 
Hallinger (2014: 556) developed an eight-criterion rubric based on a conceptual 
framework for conducting ‘’systematic reviews of research” to ensure quality of a 
literature review. The conceptual framework is based on a set of five questions that 
need to be answered to conduct the inquiry: central topic, conceptual perspective, 
sources and types of data, nature of the data analysis and evaluation, and major 
results. The eight-criterion rubric is used to evaluate the thoroughness of the review.  
Hallinger’s (2014: 556) rubric uses a three-level attainment of “not met, partially met 
or fully met” against the eight-criteria rubric: statement of purpose, theoretical 
framework, sources and search procedures, data collection, data analysis, findings, 
limitation of the review, and implications of the review.    
 
Furthermore, it is essential that various legislation is examined. The many laws 
passed by the South African Government had made great progress in improving the 
status of women in the workplace and in many cases, drastic action to restore and 
redress past imbalances. Discrimiation and affirmative action measures are highly 
charged and emotional issues in the labour market (Naidoo & Kongolo, 2004). 
Despite such progressive legislation and policies, South Africa continues to struggle 
to achieve gender equality (Sibanda, 2016). Amidst much adopted legislation, 
gender equality and equity policies needs to be implemented within the education 
districts. 
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2.2 Legislative Framework on Gender Equality and Equity 
 
2.2.1  Legislation 
 
The South African government, at national level made laudable strides by 
implementing formal measures to promote gender equality (Sibanda, 2016). The Bill 
of Rights as enshrined in the Constitution (Repulic of South Africa, 1996a) is the 
cornerstone of democracy in South Africa as it proclaims, preserves and protects 
the rights of all people affirming the democratic values of dignity and equality.  
Section nine of the Constitution stresses equality and the equal protection right of 
women. No person nor the state may discriminate against women. In Section 12 and 
23 of the Constitution, women are endowed with the right to psychological integrity, 
including fair labour practices. 
 
Various institutions of gender equality were set up to preserve the rights of women.  
These include the Commission for Gender Equality; The Human Rights 
Commission; The Public Protector, The Commission for the Promotion and 
Protection of the Rights of Cultural, Religious and Linguistic Communities, The 
Auditor-General, and The Electoral Commission, all of which have the task of 
‘’strengthening and supporting constitutional democracy’’ (Commission for Gender 
Equality, 2013: 8; Republic of South Africa, 1996a: 77). 
 
There has been a positive step initiated by the government to ensure the right to 
gender equality. The Commision for Gender Equality is an independent institution, 
accountable to the National Assembly of South Africa (Commission for Gender 
Equality, 2013). “The commission promotes the respect for gender equality and the 
protection, development and attainment of gender equality” (Republic of South 
Africa, 1996a: 79). It is decreed that the Commission for Gender Equality use 
positive discrimination in favour of the disadvantaged gender in both the state and 
private sector to achieve gender equality (Commission for Gender Equality, 2013).  
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It  is not expected of the Commission to achieve gender equality by simply treating 
this right as a generalised human right, but, of necessity, to perform its functions of 
monitoring, investigating, researching, educating, lobbying, advising and reporting 
on issues concerning gender equality (Commission of Gender Equality, 2013). 
 
This implies that policies of the different organs of state including practices, including 
public and statutory bodies, and private businesses or institutions will be monitored 
and evaluated so that gender equality may by promoted. The Commission of Gender 
Equality has the power to institute legal proceedings against any person or persons 
practicing gender bias. 
 
The Gender Equity Task Team (GETT) was launched in 1997 after the government’s 
education White Paper of 1995 set the terms of reference for this team (Wolpe, 
2005). One of the key functions of this task team was to make recommendations to 
the Department of Education (DoE) about the feasibility of establishing a permanent 
Gender Equity Unity (GEU) within the Department of Education, and if GEU is 
established, to advise about its composition, functioning, infrastructure and a 
detailed plan for setting up (Wolpe, 2005). The key function of GEU is to further the 
representation of women in leadership and management positions through gender 
committees at provincial and district level, thereby growing women’s influence and 
authority in education (Department of Basic Education, 2009; Chisholm & 
September, 2005). Karlsson (2010) argues that gender committees at district level 
do not exist or do not function well, which makes it challenging to address women 
representations in senior management positions. After ten years of implementation 
of the gender mainstreaming strategy in education, there is still a “general lack of 
knowledge and understanding of gender concepts and gender mainstreaming in 
most departments and across all levels” (Karlsson, 2010: 505).       
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Of significance is the promulgation of the Basic Conditions of Employment Act of 
1997, which is enacted to advance social justice, among other things, and to give 
effect to and regulate fair labour practices in South Africa (Republic of South Africa, 
1998b). Women were discriminated against when they fell pregnant (Deane, 2006).  
The Basic Conditions of Employment Act safeguards women in the workplace by 
providing for maternity leave and leave for family responsibility, which is still paid for 
and without the concern of job losses.   
 
The Employment Equity Act (EEA) of 1998 (Republic of South Africa, 1998a) is also 
pertinent legislation. The Act propagates equal opportunity and fair treatment in the 
workplace reducing and thereby removing unfair discrimination, and to follow 
affirmative action measures in the pursuit of redressing the disadvantages in 
employment experienced by groups such as women, amongst others (Republic of 
South Africa, 1998a). Affirmative action are measures put in place by the 
government to ensure that suitably qualified people from designated groups such as 
women, have equal employment opportunities and are equitably represented in all 
occupational fields and levels, including leadership with specified time frames per 
year (Deane, 2006). The Act also demands that training and development of the 
designated groups is complied, ensuring effectiveness of service delivery. 
 
To give effect to gender equality and women empowerment, including aligning all 
aspects of laws and the implementation of laws relating to women empowerment, 
and more prominently, appoint and represent women in decision-making positions 
and structures, a much more recent Bill was passed called the Women 
Empowerment and Gender Equality (WEGE) Bill of 2013 (Republic of South Africa, 
2013). The target set by the WEGE Bill is a minimum of 50% representation of 
women in both public and private decision-making structures (Sibanda, 2016; 
Republic of South Africa, 2013). The Bill also addresses the inescapable 
discriminatory patriarchal attitudes and the haunting effects of apartheid by means 
of educating, training and capacitating women for appointments into senior roles 
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(Republic of South Africa, 2013). The means of achieving gender equality as 
postulated in the WEGE Bill is through a process called ‘gender mainstreaming’ as 
it more specifically targets “designated bodies” as the channels to achieve gender 
equality and gender equity (Sibanda, 2016). 
 
The government attempts to transform of Public Service as a priority, of which 
education is a large composition. In 1995, the Department of Public Service and 
Administration implemented a White Paper on the Transformation of Public Service, 
in which recommendations are made that within four years all government 
departmental establishments must strive to employ at least 30% of all new recruits 
to senior and middle management to be women (Naidoo & Kongolo, 2004; Republic 
of South Africa, 1995). The focus in the next section will be the implementation of 
the legislation in education districts. 
 
2.2.2  Policy Implementation for Gender Equity 
 
Based on the GETT Report of 1999, a Gender Unity was established by the task 
team (Chisholm & September, 2005). Similar gender units were to be set up in every 
province but proved to be a big challenge for the Department of Education (DoE) 
(Chisholm & September, 2005). The DoE, through the gender units, failed to ensure 
the balance in management positions, especially at senior management level, from 
school level to education districts, through to higher education (Chisholm & 
September, 2005). 
 
It is pertinent to understand the gender composition of education districts. Senior 
leadership includes the district director, deputy district directors, circuit managers 
and cluster leaders or Institutional Development and Support Officers (IDSOs). For 
the purposes of this study, the employment ranking qualifying them as senior leaders 
is referred to either as Management and General Support Staff, Chief Education 
Specialists (CES) or Deputy Chief Education Specialists (DCES). In this segment, I 
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will explore the topics and ranges of cohesion around gender equity and gender 
equality practices in literature, including policy mandates. 
 
Education districts and senior leadership in education district offices has not been 
extensively researched (Narsee, 2006). There is a dearth of research on leadership 
in education districts (Narsee, 2006). Whilst there is an abundance of literature on 
schools and school leadership, a limited body of research exists about this ‘sub-level 
system’ of education (Narsee, 2006). As decentralised units of government, 
education districts are organisational units that support and monitor schools, 
introduce changes and guide improvement in them; and at the same time, represent 
the voice of the state (Narsee, 2006). With the lack of literature on education districts, 
the leadership practices in education in general and those specifically extracted from 
schools and school leadership within the South African experience will guide this 
study on leadership in education districts. 
 
Educational leadership for women in South Africa has been plagued with injustices 
framed through policies and legislation, that was enforced; the likes of apartheid and 
gender inequalities (Naidoo & Kongolo, 2004). After 1994, the new government 
began making amendments through laws and policies to enforce fair treatment, non-
discrimination at the workplace and also redress womens’ role in educational 
leadership. Affirmative action, as a policy tool, was hoped to facilitate meaningful 
transformation and redress (Naidoo & Kongolo, 2004). This law aims to bring parity 
(50%) by ensuring equal access to education and job opportunities, career 
advancement, including remuneration and associated benefits, as well as removing 
intolerance, prejudice and inequality in the workplace (Republic of South Africa 
2013; Naidoo & Kongolo, 2004). However, many aspects within discriminatory 
policies in the South African workplace still exist. As direct and proactive these 
strong anti-discriminatory and anti-inequality laws are, still the question that begs an 
answer: will equality before the law automatically put South African women on an 
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equal footing with men, rectifying the disadvantage and discrimination suffered 
earlier? (Naidoo & Kongolo, 2004).   
 
However, the disadvantages emanating from the legacy of apartheid, patriarchy and 
gender stereotypes are still firmly rooted in South African homes, society and 
workplace. The impact of the legislation seems to have little impact on gender 
stereotyping, which has caused the majority of women to be employed in areas such 
as education and health.  They performed lower level work with less decision-making 
roles. Furthermore, within all state organs and amongst the top six occupations, the 
greatest number of women occupy jobs such as clerks and cleaners (Republic of 
South Africa, 1998c). According to the White Paper for Affirmative Action in Public 
Service (Republic of South Africa, 1998c), even well qualified women with 
experience struggle in their roles as males dominate at management level and have 
created work-cultures in which male behaviour and attitudes are considered to be 
the norm. As a result, women often find it difficult to be accepted as equals by their 
male colleagues. 
 
The most popular occupations of the South African Provincial Administration, which 
include education, have almost 84% black women as employees, positioned at the 
low levels of the hierarchy, with lower remuneration (Republic of South Africa, 
1998c). During the first five years on implementing affirmative action, Black, Indian 
and Coloured women secured most of the elite positions, while white males did even 
better (Naidoo & Kongolo, 2004). A significant challenge of affirmative action in 
South Africa is that it is viewed as a reverse discrimination, leading to unhealthy 
working relationships soaked with distrust, reservations and uncertainty (Naidoo & 
Kongolo, 2004). Another delaying impasse to fast-tracking appointments to senior 
management positions, thereby giving effect to affirmative action, is the difficulty of 
removing or replacing males who are in the age category of 40 to 49 years, unless 
they resign or retire (Republic of South Africa, 2013b). 
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Moorosi (2006: 64) argues that while affirmative action policies have made great 
strides towards removing structural impediments to the progression of women in 
leadership positions, there is a necessity to go a step further beyond arguing for 
better representation of women in management positions. This can be done by 
looking at selection and recruitment practices and paying attention to sexist attitudes 
prevailing in the employment of women in positions of power. The challenge with 
affirmative action appointments is that it fails to address mechanisms dealing with 
prevailing sexist attitudes (Moorosi, 2006). The result is that while affirmative action 
is a powerful tool and strategy to redress historical imbalances and injustices, the 
ways in which it is being implemented may ultimately be disempowering for women 
if certain initial processes that disregards the fact that women do not compete at an 
equal level with men are not put in place (Wolpe, 2005; Moorosi, 2006).  
 
Chisholm (2003:2) and Moorosi (2006) contend that with the legislation to promote 
gender equality, what actually exists is the inscription of gender within broader policy 
framework and laws, but at a ‘discursive’ level in policy, gender appears as mainly 
“symbolic” as there are no regulations or procedures with legislative force to achieve 
gender equity, and consequently only achieves partially. Another critical gap of the 
EEA of 1998 is that it promotes significant women representation, who may not have 
the necessary knowledge, skills and experience needed for the male-dominated 
positions nor the opportunities to fill these posts (Moorosi, 2006). This makes 
training and skills development an indispensable tool to transform gender inequality 
in the workplace as well as realise the goals of affirmative action. It is also 
considered vital at the personal and organisational level as it prepared women for 
their management and leadership functions. However, the training and development 
of women should avoid the perpetuation of the ‘male view of management’ so that 
a more gender-neutral environment is promoted (Moorosi, 2006:66). There are two 
key factors that have been highlighted: the unpreparedness of women in educational 
leadership roles and the under-representation of women in senior management 
positions in schools and education districts (Kaabwe, 2003). 
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Bush and Heystek (2006) argue that the paucity of women in senior management 
positions in the education system is testimony that discrimination of gender 
pervades at all levels within public service. Whilst there is a deficiency of literature 
about actual representation of women in senior positions in the education districts 
of Gauteng at the time of this study, with special reference to women senior leaders 
in the education district offices, information regarding women as school leaders has 
been extensively recorded. Kaabwe (2003) states that within the former black 
schools, 90% of secondary school principals are men as are 74% of deputy 
principals, and 64% of heads of department. Within the Gauteng province, 66% of 
school leaders researched were male, while in the province of KwaZulu-Natal, a 
staggering 95,4% of principals in secondary schools were male (Bush & Heystek, 
2006). 
 
Employment statistics of the National Department of Education show that at Senior 
Management level (level 13 and level 14) only 26 out of the 67 (38,8%) posts are 
occupied by women (Republic of South Africa, 2013b). Statistics obtained from the 
Gauteng Department of Education shows that in 2015 women senior management 
positions across all districts including the Provincial Education Department head 
office consisting of Chief Directors, District Directors, Deputy District Directors, 
Circuit Managers and Cluster Leaders or IDSOs, were 463 out of 1068 (43%). This 
does not meet the equity target of a minimum of 50% as stipulated by the Women 
Empowerment and Gender Equality Bill of 2013 (Gauteng Department of Education, 
2015). These statistics reveal the levels of underrepresentation in senior levels 
within the education department.   
 
The WEGE Bill (Republic of South Africa, 2013: 7) directs that, not only should there 
be parity in terms of representation but measures are to be in place to ‘support the 
roles of women’. Women ascend to senior positions but lack the experience and 
preparedness of senior management positions within the education departments, 
sometimes leading to insubordination (Moorosi, 2010; Faulkner, 2015; Narsee, 
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2006). Narsee (2006) observed during her study, the reaction to education district 
senior leaders: that while women IDSOs did not draw attention to gender-specific 
problems during her interaction with schools under her care, it was found that school 
principals do not respect women IDSOs. Narsee (2006) also found that women 
education district officials faced much negative reaction from former white school 
staff when they interacted with her at the district office because they considered her 
incapable of occupying a senior district office position. 
 
The policy-practice divide, as alluded by many scholars, needs to be addressed with 
a greater understanding that policy intention cannot be equated with policy 
implementation, with policy makers exhibiting a simple view and understanding of 
the motivations of persons to be involved in practice (Pont, Nusche & Moorman, 
2008). One solution to overcoming the lack of implementation of policies is to 
strengthen management and succession planning by means of sharing leadership 
duties and applying the distributed leadership (Pont, Nusche & Moorman, 2008). In 
this way, inexperienced women leaders may be groomed for educational leadership 
roles through a slow and steady path, enriching their experience and knowledge 
base. While these practices are crucial to this study, policy imperatives and 
mandates serve as a foundation for parity and equality. It is hoped that this case 
study research will help to shed light on the experiences of women in senior 
education roles, and how other role players from the schools, the district office itself 
and the education head office relate to them.   
 
In summary, this section focused on the lack of implementation of government 
policies in addressing under-representation of women in senior positions, their lack 
of empowerment in these positions due to discriminatory practices in the workplace 
that continue to persist (Moorosi, 2006). The rooted beliefs and patriarchal practices 
that have permeated ethinic communities for centuries, and have largely been the 
main contributing factor preventing women’s advancement in senior leadership and 
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management positions (Mestry, 2014). I will now focus on the patriarchal culture and 
environment that many women leaders face on a daily basis. 
 
2.2.3 Patriarchal Cultural Practices 
 
The reality is that the world is dominated and controlled by men and by definition this 
world of men really means a world of power, in which political and social structures, 
including the basic principles of religion, family and intellectual life is infused with men 
at the helm (Brod, 2018; Witz, 2013; Schmidt & Mestry, 2015; Moorosi, 2010; 
Perumal, 2005; Naidoo & Perumal, 2014). Furthermore, social power and privileges 
that accompany such power are usually enjoyed by men. Some societies 
demonstrate strong beliefs that women should be educated, and take active roles in 
society and the workplace in exactly the same way as males. Others have a strong 
view that the women’s role must be fixed at home, without active participation outside 
the domestic domain (Alesina, Giuliano & Nunn, 2013). Some of these strong views 
are rooted in the cultural backgrounds of different communities located within 
traditional agricultural practices where ‘men control women’s labour’ (Sachs, 2018: 
6; Alesina, Giuliano & Nunn, 2013). Research has shown that where ethnic groups 
and countries whose ancestors conducted agriculture with the plough have 
exercised strong beliefs that promote, even today, more gender inequalities as well 
as lesser women involvement in non-domestic activities such as business 
ownership, politics and work environments (Alesina, Giuliano & Nunn, 2013). 
 
The central focus of feminism is patriarchy, the rule of the father, which usually leads 
to oppression of women (Morrell, 2006). The father as patriarch or male head of the 
family, has for long been a respected figure in the Southern African society 
(Lesejane, 2006). Patriarchy, the power relationship between men and women, is a 
primary impediment to women advancing their careers (Moorosi, 2010; Mestry & 
Schmidt, 2012; Mesty, 2014; Chisholm, 2001; Naidoo & Kongolo, 2004). Men are in 
control, despite the varying levels of domination and control (Sultana, 2010). 
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Patriarchy is also experienced among all ethnic and racial groups in South Africa, 
wherein households are dominated by males, promoting male privileges as women 
are subordinate and are treated as inferior (Mudau & Obadire, 2017). 
 
Mkhize (2006) argues that traditional African thinking is informed by communal life, 
where people are morally obliged to respond to the needs of other people in the 
community and the extended family as a whole is responsible for child-rearing. In 
the precolonial times, traditional African culture views fathers as providers and 
protectors of the family. In the old system, whilst the patriarch’s position was not for 
life, and whilst the system seldom allowed for women to take up positions of power, 
men had the duty to fulfil many obligations. These days, the “African patriarchy” 
system has become distorted where men have powers but few duties are imposed 
(Lesejane, 2006: 179). The patriarchal system is perpetuated when boys and girls 
from the same household model their parents’ behaviours, and such modelling may 
be sex specific, where boys aim to model their father and girls their mothers 
(Buchmann, DiPrete & McDaniel, 2008). The consequence of the patriarchal system 
is that women are forced into early marriages or motherhood promoting a lack of 
education, training and skills development among women.   
 
Women face many harsh realities as they are frequently beaten up by their 
husbands. African men had to exercise self-restraint, which included not resorting 
to the cowardly act of violence against women, for which they would be socially 
excluded by their peers (Mkhize, 2006). With the mass movement of African men 
into cities to find jobs and being uprooted from their culturally strong systems, most 
of them had their identities and behaviours shifting to being violent, reckless and 
disrespectful towards traditions and values. This led to a ‘crisis of masculinity’, with 
a fatherless generation of children (Mkhize, 2006: 194). With recurrent job losses, 
women began doing traditionally-male jobs (Mkhize, 2006). 
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With more women working, the primary caregiver role was sacrificed (Sharma, 
Chakrabarti & Grover, 2016). Working women also struggled with a ‘cultural identity 
crisis’, as they ascend to professional positions more and more (Mkhize, 2006).  
However, most women remain at entry-level jobs due to the lack the qualifications, 
skills and academic credentials for them to rise to senior levels in the work 
environment (Witz, 2013). As they achieve more economic independence, with 
improved credentials, their cultural roles in society demands a rethink (Mkhize,  
2006). Facing rich cultural traditions and traditional roles at home, they enter into the 
labour domain’s strong organisational culture for which they are not entirely 
prepared. On the other hand, increasing the educational attainments of women add 
to the batch of better qualified workers and consequently, promote economic growth 
(Thévenon, Ali, Adema & del Pero, 2012). In fact, there is a widespread argument 
that the economic gains from educating women, thereby empowering them, are 
greater than those from educating boys, as they are employed and secure better 
positions (Thévenon et al., 2012). 
 
The WEGE Bill of 2013, which has failed to address manifestations of patriarchy, 
needs to address the disempowerment caused by patriarchy. It needs to effectively 
address structural unfair gender discrimination and patriarchy that serve to 
perpetuate gender inequality in the country because patriarchy is seen as one of the 
major obstacles to realising gender equality and women empowerment at work 
(Sibanda, 2015). Mestry (2014) argues that even though much has changed for 
South African women, many still have an unequal share of power in educational 
structures. These deep-seated inequalities and stereotypes about women’s 
leadership competencies, affects their performance as educational senior leaders 
(Mestry, 2014; Moorosi, 2010). It is also argued that women did not pursue 
leadership roles in education management, the likes of principals, cluster leaders, 
district directorship, amongst others, due to the firm hand of the patriarchal culture 
norms and belief norms, the notion that only men can lead (Sultana, 2010; Moorosi, 
2010). 
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According to Sibanda (2016), addressing patriarchy requires a type of long-term 
holistic intervention that directly deals with power imbalances between men and 
women at, among others, homes, educational institutions, community structures, 
work environment and the justice system. Whilst barriers such as patriarchy and 
gender stereotypes is seen to be the main cause of women not gaining access to 
educational leadership roles, the preparation and performance phase involving 
career pathing, training, qualifications and development has been neglected 
(Moorosi, 2010; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001; Chisholm, 2001). Moorosi (2010) details a 
three phase plan: anticipation phase, acquisition phase and performance phase to 
locate a career path to education leadership and management. In the anticipation 
phase, women prepare for management roles by developing knowledge and skills, 
and during the acquisition phase, they focus on access and entry into leadership 
posts through recruitment by applying for these positions. The third and final phase, 
the performance phase, is when actual management functions are performed. The 
challenge in this phase is the lack of many other women colleagues to network with 
or gain support from (Moorosi, 2010). 
 
It has to be noted that in attempting to redress past imbalances and achieve gender 
equality, women empowerment has to be a planned, deliberate process. Moorosi 
(2010) argues that attempting to seek and secure senior management positions in 
education, the three phase plan is a viable means. However, due to the ingrained 
and deeply-rooted stereotypes and patriarchal cultures, ‘women encounter more 
obstacles than men in each phase’ (Moorosi, 2010: 548). Whilst intersectionality will 
be discussed later, the use of intersectionality theory with feminism as the theoretical 
lens in this research, wil assist the researcher comprehend the work of obstacles in 
the three phase together with “overt and covert” discrimination against women 
operating at multiple levels (Mestry & Schmidt, 2012: 537).   
 
The following section will focus on sub-level system of education, education districts. 
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2.3 South African Education Structures: Education Districts 
 
In decentralised education systems or ‘self-managing’ systems, there is significant 
and consistent devolving of authority levels and decision-making powers (Caldwell 
& Spinks, 2005). The South African Schools Act 108 (Republic of South Africa 
1996b) places us firmly on the road to a school-based system of education 
management wherein schools will increasingly come to manage themselves.  
According to Narsee (2006), literature appears to suggest that the new model of 
South African schools in not one of self-managing but a type of a hybrid, a model 
that juggles between the self-managing concept and state-controlled model, and one 
that while providing a great amount of freedom to schools, appears to maintain tough 
regulatory role by the state. 
 
Since 1994, South Africa established one national pre-tertiary education ministry 
that uses the nine Provincial Education Departments (PED) to organise and manage 
this national system. This unitary system determines national policy for planning, 
finance, provisioning, staffing, management, governance, programmes, monitoring, 
evaluation, and well-being of the education system (Republic of South Africa, 1996b, 
Pampalis, 2002). In order to implement these national policy directives, each PED 
determines provincial education policies in line with the national policy in order to 
establish, manage and support schools and other pre-tertiary educational 
institutions within each province (Pampalis, 2002).   
 
Except for guidelines, there was no formal education district policy governing 
education districts, the neglected layer in the school systems (Smith, 2011). The law 
for education districts was only promulgated in 2018, creating a formal structure for 
this sub-education unit. The new policy dictates that PEDs are sub-divided into 
districts or geographical administrative units as determined by the Member of the 
Executive Council (MEC) for Education, which are the first-level administrative sub-
divisions of the PED (Department of Basic Education, 2018; Narsee, 2006).   
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Education districts, through their circuits, are expected to work collaboratively with 
principals and educators in schools, by monitoring and providing support through 
interventions. This is not usually the case. Narsee (2006: 178) discovered that 
schools experienced district support “more as pressure” wherein district leaders 
such as the IDSO spent most of their time monitoring for compliance with policies 
rather than problem solving and developmental matters. The ability by the district 
officials to balance support interventions and pressure of compliance by school 
principals is still a major challenge as areas of operation. Chinsamy (2002) argues 
that the gap between policy development and its implementation has been 
considered as the foremost reason for the failure of transformation of education. 
 
2.3.1 The Organogram of Education Districts 
 
Headed by a district director, an education district office is a sub-unit of the PED.  
The PED is the headquarters of the education district responsible for ensuring that 
all learners have access to quality education. The education district office has no 
unique powers or functions that are prescribed by law, and consequently, have been 
operating under the provincial and national legislation (Department of Basic 
Education, 2018). Individual schools are brought together under the authority of 
some sort of coordinating and reporting structure, an education district, which is the 
lowest level of the national educational system (Roberts, 2001).   
 
Every education district is further sub-divided into circuits for operational purposes, 
which are second-level administrative sub-divisions of the PED. The circuit 
manager, accountable directly to the district director, heads the circuit. Each circuit 
manager is assigned between 15 to 30 schools and each education district must 
comprise of between five to ten circuits (Department of Basic Education, 2018). This 
translates into an education district, therefore, comprising of between 75 to 300 
schools. There are 86 education districts in South Africa and these vary in terms of 
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the geographical size based on the municipalities, number of schools and poverty 
profile of communities (Department of Basic Education, 2013b). 
 
Figure 2.1 shows the organogram of an education district (Department of Basic 
Education, 2018). The district director is the head of the education district with the 
Chief Education Specialists (CES’): Circuit Manager, Curriculum Support and 
Delivery Manager, Deputy Director: Human Resource Management, Deputy 
Director: Finance, Education Support Services, Policy and Planning and 
Examinations as part of the Executive District Management Team (EDMT). Cluster 
leaders or IDSOs, Subject Facilitators’ Coordinator and other Deputy Chief 
Education Specialists (DCES) together with the EDMT form the Broad District 
Management Team (BDMT) (Department of Basic Education, 2018; Gauteng 
Department of Education, 2015). 
 
The role of the education district director is to manage multi-disciplinary staff 
complement in the district office, overseeing the circuits and schools within the 
education district, engaging with principals and SGBs, advocating and implementing 
provincial and national educational policies, enhancing the educational interests of 
the students, and being accountable for their performance (Department of Basic 
Education, 2018). Circuit managers, responsible for their circuit, perform similar 
roles as district directors using cluster leaders or IDSOs. Each of the sub-directorate 
heads are responsible for their units, accountable to the district director (Department 
of Basic Education, 2018).   
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Figure 2.1: An adapted representation of an education district office 
organogram (Department of Basic Education, 2018) 
 
The Gauteng East Education District is the population of my case study, which 
comprises of 28 BDMT members of which 13 are female and 15 are male (Gauteng 
Department of Education, 2015). This education district has five circuits headed by 
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circuit managers with nine IDSOs or cluster leaders, that are managers of 184 school 
principals and responsible for the overall school functionality that are under their 
care (Raath, 2012; Gauteng Department of Education, 2015). School principals 
report to the IDSO, cluster leader or circuit manager on all matters related to the 
nine focus areas of functionality: Basic Functionality, Quality of teaching and 
learning, Leadership, Management and Communication, Governance, Safety, 
Curriculum resources, Parents and Community, Learner achievement, and 
Infrastructure (Jansen, 2004). 
 
This research focuses primarily on the 13 women members of the BDMT and their 
experiences as district senior leaders. Of significance in this particular district is that 
the education district is led by a female, which aligns to the WEGE Bill of 2013 
(Gauteng Department of Education, 2015; Republic of South Africa, 2013). By 
promoting the WEGE Bill, education districts still need to realise its ends by 
promoting effectiveness at all levels so that students may access quality education 
(Roberts, 2001). 
 
2.3.2 Purpose and Effectiveness of an Educational District 
 
According to Roberts (2001), there are five possible areas of operation for school 
districts: Leading and Managing change, policy Implementation, intervening in failing 
schools, creating an enabling environment for schools to operate effectively, and 
offering administrative and professional services to schools and teachers, so that 
curriculum delivery can be supported and monitored. The Department of Basic 
Education (2018) differentiates between four main roles of education districts: 
Planning using data from school to develop district improvement plans; Support to 
schools with professional development and problem solving; Oversight and 
accountability by checking for compliance and targets; and Public engagement. The 
purpose of these four roles is to promote collaboration between education district 
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offices and schools so that both school and education district effectiveness may be 
realised (Roberts, 2001). 
 
The four key roles are mandated to ensure progressive high-level education in the 
schools they serve (Department of Basic Education, 2018). Roberts (2001) argues 
that in order for a district to be declared effective in its mandate, it should be both 
organisationally effective and instructionally effective, referring to the manner in 
which the internal operations and functions are carried out, and the positive effect of 
the district operations on student achievement in schools under its care. Education 
district senior leaders are directed to model types of behaviour demanded of 
schools, whether it relates to methods of collaboration with colleagues or standards 
of accountability (Raath, 2012; Narsee, 2006; Roberts, 2001). 
 
Smith (2011) argues that education districts play a vital role in establishing the 
conditions for continuous and long-term improvement in the schools they serve. The 
reality is that the intensity and quality of service delivery varies from district to district, 
resulting in unacceptable disparities between low and high achieving districts 
(Department of Basic Education, 2018). For education district effectiveness, district 
staff in the education district offices, consisting of about sixty officials mixed with 
administrative and professional roles, play a significant role (Roberts, 2001).  With 
more administrative staff, education district offices appear to be administrative units 
operating as a controlling inspectorate rather that providing professional education 
support (Smith, 2011; Narsee, 2006).   
 
The second issue is that since there was no official policy before 2018 dictating the 
human resource structure, staffing has been uneven with many posts remaining 
unfilled, and when they are filled, many may not be well suited to the post due to the 
serious mismatching of functions of the district office and its structure (Roberts, 
2001). Furthermore, district officials lack job descriptions and are unsure about job 
expectations (Roberts, 2001). The result is that job related training is virtually non-
49 
 
existent or they may lack the necessary managerial and other skills to meet the job 
requirements. These setbacks cause service delivery at education district offices to 
fall far short of what the PED, schools or the public expect (Department of Basic 
Education, 2011).   
 
The third key issue is the pressure of meeting the minimum equity targets (Republic 
of South Africa, 1998a). Clearly, there is a dearth of women in district-level senior 
leadership positions as it is seen as a male-dominated environment and increasing 
representation is a significant challenge (Grogan, 2005; Department of Education, 
1995). According to Bush (2008), one of the reasons for the low representation of 
women in senior positions in education is that there are insufficient well-qualified 
candidates that apply for such positions. With these three challenges as the 
backdrop, the role of education districts and their effectiveness needs urgent 
attention. The formalisation of the education district policy in 2018 may be a 
promising solution to address fundamental goals. To address the challenge of job 
suitability, the professionalisation of district senior leaders is inevitable. This will be 
explored later in this section. However, due to the importance of the roles of senior 
leadership in the education district offices, the qualifications needed to be a district 
senior leader will now be deliberated over. 
 
2.3.3 Criteria to be Appointed as District Senior Leaders 
 
In the South African context, the qualifications needed for DCES (such as an IDSO) 
is a three or four-year education qualification, eight years’ experience in education, 
that should have experience of a leader, communicator, financial planner, strategic 
planner, policy developer, researcher, curriculum and staff developer, and organiser 
(Republic of South Africa, 2016). A CES or circuit manager has the same 
requirements as the DCES except that they must have nine years’ experience in the 
educational field (Republic of South Africa, 2016). These minimum qualifications for 
senior leaders is key to recruiting the most suitable candidates.   
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Qualifications for a position similar to the South African education district senior 
leader in Saudi Arabia would need a Bachelor’s degree in education with an 
advanced degree in education such as a PhD or Ed.D. In addition, it must have a 
minimum of five years demonstrated success in leading an educational organisation, 
experience in the development of organisational capacity, strong knowledge of the 
specific curriculum, and international experience is preferred (Almannie, 2015; 
Ansar, 2015).   
 
However, finding the most suitable persons for education district senior roles still 
proves to be a challenge (Roberts, 2001). Unsuitable or the lack of human capital in 
district roles has a negative impact of expected results at schools and learner 
performance (Bantwini & Diko, 2011). With unsuitable staff, district directors face 
incompetence and this serves as a barrier towards effective collaboration between 
schools and the education district (Bantwini, 2015). A positive step to counter some 
of the staffing challenges at education district offices is to adopt succession-planning 
strategies to increase the representation of women and advocate for more women 
to register for qualifications in educational leadership and management (Bush, 
2008).   
 
2.3.4 Women Leadership in Districts 
 
Reference is made to international practices and terminology due to the scarcity of 
literature on women leadership in districts in South Africa (Smith, 2011). District 
leadership development and succession planning is essential for the success of 
education districts. Leadership programmes for district leaders are planned 
interventions designed to fill the scarcity of educational district leaders (Sherman, 
2005). In an interview conducted with an education district manager in one Gauteng 
district office who bemoaned the fact that “we lack leadership and management, in 
our institution and the Department (of Education) doesn’t develop district leaders on 
an ongoing basis for them to be competent” (Smith, 2011: 124). 
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Education districts in the United States show that women are under-represented as 
superintendents (equivalent to IDSOs or cluster leader) with only about 13,2% 
superintendents being women. Women are underrepresented in educational 
leadership and management positions in many countries, even though they 
generally form a majority in the education sector (Bush, 2008). This type of 
discrimination has been reported in “Australia (Blackmore, 2006), China (Coleman 
et al., 1998), England (Coleman, 2002), Greece (Kaparou & Bush, 2007), South 
Africa (Bush et al., 2006a) and the United States of America (Shakeshaft, 1989)” 
and are barely visible in middle and senior management positions in education 
departments, including education districts (Bush, 2008:113). In 2014, only 23 out of 
the 85 education districts in the country were led by women, a paltry 27 percent 
(Department of Basic Education, 2014).  
 
Although some women are appointed as school leaders, IDSOs, circuit managers 
and even district directors, under-representation in education districts is also due to 
women aspiring for these leadership posts but are neither taken seriously nor are 
they encouraged to consider such leadership roles (Grogan & Brunner, 2005; 
Sherman, 2005; Bush, 2008). Affirmative action is a means to increase women 
leadership representation in the education districts but these measures are not 
intended to advance unqualified persons into positions of authority but rather that 
those who are denied access to qualifications before can enhance their qualification 
as well as those who have the qualifications to be considered for management and 
leadership roles (Naidoo & Kongolo, 2018). To support the affirmative action drive 
of gender mainstreaming, women and men in positions of power in district and 
provincial educational systems must deliberately mentor more women and 
especially more women of colour (Grogan, 2005). Grogan and Brunner (2005) argue 
that not only are women district leaders successful in the educational leadership 
roles but they are also enjoying their work. 
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2.3.5 Professionalising Leadership of Women in Education Districts 
 
Ibarra, Ely and Kolb (2013: 63) allude to ‘second-generation’ gender bias that may 
be seen as one of the root causes of women’s constant under-representation in 
leadership roles. This bias presents subtle and invisible yet powerful barriers for 
women emanating from cultural norms, stereotypes, organisational systems, 
practices and behaviours that favour men (Ibarra et al., 2013). 
 
Women aspiring to leadership roles in the education district have four challenges 
that inhibit the performance of their leadership roles or gaining access to them. The 
first is the paucity of role models for women due to fewer women leaders. Secondly, 
gendered career paths and gendered work limit women from seizing opportunities 
in roles that were designed to fit men’s lives. The third is women’s lack of access to 
effective networks, mentors and sponsors as men’s networks provide more informal 
help than women’s networks. Fourthly, the double bind: women’s roles learnt in 
society of being nice, nurturing tendencies and collaboration at odds with qualities 
thought necessary for leadership such as being decisive, firm and taking charge 
(Ibarra et al., 2013). 
 
The promotion of more women in the upper echelons of education districts has been 
made mandatory through the policy of affirmative action and gender mainstreaming 
(Karlsson, 2010; Sibanda, 2016). To ensure that such policy derivatives are realised 
in male-dominated sectors, the training and development that supported and suited 
males should be transformed (Grogan, 2005). Developing women for senior 
leadership positions in education requires a consideration of the second-generation 
bias and the specific needs of women as a developing group including the gendered-
contexts in which women work.   
 
As a current strategy, professional development programmes for aspiring and 
appointed women leaders should be either “gender-neutral” or “female-biased” due 
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to the differing organisational and individual realities for women and men in these 
leadership positions (O’Neil, Hopkins, & Bilimoria, 2015: 254). Mentoring, role-
modelling and coaching are programmes that may be used to develop women 
leaders that are already appointed as education district senior leaders and this is 
explored later in this chapter (Allen, Eby, Poteet, Lentz & Lima, 2004). To counter 
women’s underrepresentation in senior positions and implement strategies that may 
support women already in these positions, professionalising of women leadership in 
the education district may be considered (Van der Westhuizen & Van Vuuren, 2007).   
 
Professionalisation is seen as an ongoing process aimed at the attainment, 
communication and assurance of professionalism, and by which new recruits are 
socialised into a profession (Eitel, Karl-Georg Kanz, Arthur Tesche, 2000). It 
involves specialised training, standards, and accreditation (Van der Westhuizen & 
Van Vuuren, 2007). Professionalisation is a multidimensional concept, involving 
identifying oneself with a profession, developing and committing to the profession 
and a professional career; forming loyalties; routinisation to the work; developing the 
skills and knowledge to make informed decisions; and showing confidence, a type 
of pretence of competence even though one may be privately uncertain (Eitel et al., 
2000).  Professionalisation of leadership in the education districts aims to develop a 
well-rounded, comprehensive district leader, one that beginner teachers may aspire 
to become. 
 
South Africa is one of the few countries that does not have a compulsory and specific 
qualification for education district leaders, and bemoans the lack of training for 
district leaders to a national professional standard (Van der Westhuizen & Van 
Vuuren, 2007; Republic of South Africa, 2016). Furthermore, there is no national 
standard or structure for the training and accreditation of education district leaders. 
The Department of Education (DoE) together with higher education institutions 
formed a National Management and Leadership Committee (NMLC) to develop a 
national qualification for education leaders (Van der Westhuizen & Van Vuuren, 
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2007). The professionalisation of education district senior leadership may be seen 
as a positive step towards developing educational management and leadership. This 
will help women career pathing for district leadership roles, committing to the 
profession, and acquiring formal knowledge and skills (Eitel et al., 2000). 
 
Sweeting (2008) argues that several factors complicate and delay the 
professionalisation process, such as race, social class, gender and fragmentation. 
Different working conditions, anticipations and rewards reflect different axes of class, 
gender and ethnic origin and the location of the occupation they work in; namely 
primary schools, secondary schools, district positions or tertiary institutions.   
 
2.4 Female Leadership Experiences 
 
2.4.1 In the Workplace 
 
Centuries of cultural and religious practices have shaped attitudes towards women 
and work (Alesina, Giuliano & Nunn, 2013). Women have been primarily involved in 
home-care and child-care, with a limited number of jobs and trades ‘suited’ to women 
(Freedman, 2010). Despite women’s success in education and mid-level 
management, very few have ever reached senior management positions (Cheung 
& Halpern, 2010). Sandberg (2015: 8) argues that “the blunt truth is that men still 
run the world”. Since the 1980s, women have acquired more tertiary qualifications, 
taking entry-level jobs and entering into fields that used to be dominated by men.  
They are far from being equal as they continue to face real obstacles in the 
workplace facing subtle sexism, sexual harassment and discrimination (Sandberg, 
2015). 
 
Most workplaces do not offer flexibility, access to child care or special leave for 
pursuing a career while raising children. They have to keep proving themselves at 
work to gain senior positions and prove themselves when in the position (Sandberg, 
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2015). Being a manager or supervisor is a nontraditional role for women, who usually 
served in subordinate roles (Paludi, 2008). 
 
Men claim that women leaders are very emotional and often refuse to work under 
them (Paludi, 2008). There are studies that reveal that when men actually work for 
women bosses, they are satisfied with women managers as they are with males 
(Eagly & Carli, 2003). Women are seen more as transformational leaders, which is 
a leadership style associated with maximum effectiveness (Paludi, 2008; Eagly & 
Carli, 2003). 
 
2.4.2 Experiences in the Education Districts 
 
After having pushed through the glass ceiling in education districts, women leaders 
face negative attitudes from their other district staff, school leaders and the 
community, which directly impacts on the performance of their leadership and 
managerial duties (Moorosi, 2010). With so few women securing senior posts, they 
have a small circle, possessing feelings of isolation (Lane-Washington & Wilson-
Jones, 2010). The lack of professional and organized support isolates them in an 
environment they are not too familiar with but by developing effective network may 
reduce their isolation (Moorosi, 2010). Where women leaders received support from 
stakeholders, the more comfortable they appeared in their leadership roles (Moorosi, 
2010). 
 
As senior leaders, they need to be effective decision makers with strong financial, 
operational and political leadership skills, and to be able to lead improvement 
strategies for curriculum and instruction (Wickham, 2007). These functions prove 
challenging because they are often subjected to insubordination from both male and 
female staff and school principals, who would keep challenging their authority 
(Moorosi, 2010; Faulkner, 2015; Narsee, 2006). 
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Educational leadership in South Africa is a daunting task with work environments 
steeped with inadequately trained staff (Walker, Bush & Oduro, 2006). It is evident 
that education leaders are not adequately prepared for their responsibilities as they 
take up their new posts nor are they meaningfully inducted, with limited in-service 
training (Bush & Heystek, 2006). Whilst literature on the induction of district senior 
leaders in South Africa is limited, there is a need for well-structured strategies as 
current district leaders overcome challenges through trial and error (Van der 
Westhuizen & Van Vuuren, 2007; Walker et.al., 2006).   
 
On the other hand, a vastly opposing approach to gendered leadership is known as 
the queen bee phenomenon (Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers, 2016). Women that have 
achieved individual success in male-dominated settings, tend to distance 
themselves from other women in lower positions, whom they see as very different 
from themselves. They do this by showing themselves more with male 
characteristics, by physically keeping away from other women or by endorsing and 
legitimising the male-dominated hierarchy by not contesting the negative 
stereotypes about women (Derks et al., 2016). The next section will be an 
exploration of the types of barriers that women face as education leaders of the 
education district office. 
 
2.5 Types of Challenges and Barriers Faced 
 
Despite there being many advancements from government towards national equity 
and gender equality in South Africa since the establishment of the Gender Equity 
Task Team, women in South Africa still suffer systemic discrimination in educational 
structures and hierarchies and key obstacles to district leadership positions (Mestry 
& Schmidt, 2012). The problem is compounded when there is a general belief among 
South Africans that there is gender equality in the education sector (Pandor, 2005).  
On the other hand, there is general consensus that women face greater barriers to 
becoming leaders than do men for positions that are male-dominated but less 
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agreement regarding their behaviour after they have been appointed (Eagly & 
Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001).   
 
2.5.1 Stereotypes of Women 
 
A common phrase, “Men are from Mars, women are from Venus”, is used to describe 
the dissimilar ways in which men and women feel, think and act, almost as if they 
are separate species (Ellemers, 2018: 276). Stereotypes are labels given to specific 
social groups based on the general expectation about those members. Since birth, 
a child experiences a variety of opportunities. Between the ages of three and six 
years, the child begins to formulate concepts of their own gender. These concepts 
are based on what he or she is exposed to, and begin to form stereotypes about 
features and actions; for example, girls wear dresses and boys play with trucks 
(Leaper & Friedman, 2007). Children also view the roles played by their parents 
wherein a mother may be at work part time, and is more engaged in housework and 
child care whereas the father is at work full time (Wiese & Freund, 2011).   
 
This gendered role behaviour is developed as a result of accumulated experiences 
of the child of the socialisation agents such as parents, teachers and peers (Leaper 
& Friedman, 2007). These stereotype forms are often seen as a source of many 
social injustices due to the unfavourable expectations that may result from the 
stereotyped group. Imitating the mother, girls place more emphasis on household 
chores and less on education (Wiese & Freund, 2011). Greyvenstein (2000) argues 
that gender stereotypes place women in nurturing and subservient roles, whereas 
men are portrayed with a dominant, aggressive demeanour. Such behaviours 
infiltrate the educational workspace (Mestry & Schmidt, 2012). Subtle innuendoes, 
images, valuing and language discriminating against girls and women are deeply 
rooted within these educational organisational structures (Mestry & Schmidt, 2012). 
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While assertiveness and performance are perceived as the characteristic features 
of more agency in men, warmth and consideration for others are seen as the 
features of more communality in women (Kite, Deaux & Haines, 2008). Men have 
action tendencies and are overconfident, making risky choices such as alcohol and 
drug use, gambling and fast driving whereas women are more cautious in these 
activities (Kite, Deaux & Haines, 2008). Studies conducted across 30 industrialised 
countries show that women and men work in different occupations, taking on 
different supervision roles such as policing for men and nursing for women 
(Ellemers, 2018). In addition, women spend more time than men doing household 
chores irrespective whether they are employed or not. Ellemers (2018) argues that 
the difference in behaviour between women and men can easily be explained 
through their physical and inherent biological make-up.   
 
Since men have a larger physical frame and greater strength, and women have the 
ability to bear children, they are prone to different types of work (Ellemers, 2018).  
The difference in the testosterone and oxytocin levels has a significant impact on 
their behaviour (Ellemers, 2018). Von Honk et al. (2011) in Elllemers (2018) contend 
that whilst testosterone can be precursor to aggressive behaviour, it may even 
promote prosocial behaviour. With this biological evaluation, there is also no 
evidence that women’s brains are wired differently to men. In fact, the far-reaching 
inferences made about the differences between men and women may not 
necessarily be their biological differences (Hamilton, 2012). Instead, research shows 
that these differences between men and women develop over a life time, mainly due 
to the way boys and girls are brought up at home and in society (Ellemers, 2018). 
 
Gender stereotyping impacts negatively on women leaders in education district 
offices, and also impacts on the rating and evaluation of work actually performed  by 
them (MacNell, Driscoll & Hunt, 2015; Narsee, 2006; Roberts, 2001; Moorosi, 2006; 
Wolpe, 2005). On the other hand, women rate better than men in terms of warmth, 
empathy, and altruism. Ellemers (2018) states that research involving 40 000 
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employees for 36 countries reveal that men and women have similar issues in their 
roles as a family member and a worker. However, managers see these issues as a 
problem more of women (Ellemers, 2018). 
 
2.5.2 Androcentric Organisational Culture 
 
Women are marginalised at senior levels because there is a lack of accommodation 
of gender-related culture in most workplaces (Haile, Emmanuel & Dzathor, 2016).  
Whilst diversity in the work environment is encouraged, rigid business models 
reflecting practices that are goal driven and that reward short-term success, 
prevents the effective operation of diversity initiatives (Piterman, 2008). Leadership 
theory, as criticised by feminist scholars, is seen as being androcentric, portraying 
masculine qualities for leaders (Mestry & Schmidt, 2012). 
 
The demand for ‘hard skills’ such as expedient decision-making, numerical 
competency and rationality are valued over practices that lead to long-term success, 
the ‘softer skills’ linked to emotional intelligence and relationship building (Piterman, 
2008: 33). A highly competitive culture demands a ‘tough nut’ approach  of  
confidence, decisiveness and ruthless indivudualism (Hegarty & Buechel, 2006: 13).  
Such a command and control of leadership style often conflicts with women 
leadership styles, who need to either collude with such cultures or exit the 
organisation (Piterman, 2008). 
 
Within the uncompromising androcentric culture, is a culture that fosters competition, 
a culture of winners (Hegarty & Buechel, 2006; Piterman, 2008). An in-depth study 
conducted with 115 women in senior management positions revealed that both men 
and women consider this culture of winners as the reality for senior leaders’ lives 
rather than evidence of cultural hostility towards women (Piterman, 2008). These 
women also feel the need to disassociate with cultural change interventions that 
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reflect feminist principles because any such initiative might diminish their status in 
the eyes of their male colleagues (Piterman, 2008). 
 
The androcentric organisational culture remains an important challenge for women 
senior leadership as it can be characterised by “beta bias” by which women are 
ignored and ‘alpha bias’ by which gender differences are exaggerated (Hegarty & 
Buechel, 2006:12).   
 
2.5.3 Marriage and Family 
 
Marriage and family roles have substantial implications for women seeking jobs and 
promotional positions. Traditional women feel that it is their husbands duty to work, 
while they stay at home and care for their children whereas non-traditional, 
egalitarian women want to spend more time with their careers and less time doing 
household duties (Kaufman, 2000). The increase in the female workforce especially 
during their childbearing and childrearing years, comes with its own challenges of 
balancing time, roles and responsibilities (Heraty, Morley, Cleveland, Grady & 
McCarthy, 2008).  
 
A study concerning job application successes conclude that women without children 
have double the likelihood of being recommended for a job than women with 
children, even though their qualifications are the same (Ellemers, 2018). In addition, 
marriage and parenthood are associated with higher salaries for men but not for 
women (Eagly & Carli, 2007). In a capitalist society, job segregation by sex is the 
primary means for men to gain superiority over women as it promotes lower salaries 
for women in the labour market (Witz, 2013). Women, who are dependent on men 
due to their lower wages, are encouraged to marry (Eagly & Wood, 2013). Married 
women are expected to perform household duties, gaining a heavier share of 
domestic duties as compared to men. This position of domestic division of work 
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disadvantages women’s position in the labour market (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Eagly & 
Wood, 2013). 
 
Women continue to be the primary child caregivers as they experience this role quite 
differently to their male counterpart. They are also professional working mothers who 
remain in employment throughout the process of growing up the family and 
furthering their own career (Heraty et al., 2008). As mothers, they face the greatest 
challenge when the youngest chiild in the home is aged three to twelve years (O’Neil 
et al., 2015).   
 
With more career opportunities made accessible than in the past, women enter 
higher education to career path (Moorosi, 2010). The result is that an increasing 
amount of women delay or avoid marriage (Blossfeld & Kiernan, 2019). Blossfeld 
and Kiernan (2019) argue that with the growth in the earning power of women, the 
relative cost of children increases, and thereby the demand for children reduces.  
This results in an inverse relationship between marriage and motherhood to an 
increase in a woman’s economic independence (Blossfeld & Kiernan, 2019). With 
more women opting against marriage, the focus will now move to discrimination and 
insubordination in the workplace. 
 
2.5.4 Discrimination and Insubordination in the Workplace 
 
As more women are educated, they enter the labour market with increased 
management roles, invariably facing challenges in the workplace (Herz, Herz & 
Sperling, 2004; Moorosi, 2010). Discrimination against women is rooted in cultural 
beliefs and systems, and secondary causes are rooted in androcentric 
organisational structures, policies and practices (Bobbitt-Zeher, 2011). Women still 
face subtle practices of discrimination in the workplace at the level of preparation, 
access to and employment as newly appointed education leaders (Moorosi, 2010).   
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The barriers that reflect discrimination may be overt or covert using subtle 
innuendoes, images, valuing and language (Mestry & Schmidt, 2012). Employers 
using their discretion apply existing policies using ‘selected criteria’ to appoint a male 
in a position or may apply existing rules exclusively to women subjecting them to 
higher standards than men (Bobbitt-Zeher, 2011). Women, as leaders, are subjected 
to different sets of rules, performance standards and evaluation criteria as the 
patriarchal culture infiltrates behavioural attitudes of colleagues and subordinates 
(Mestry & Schmidt, 2012). 
 
A study conducted by Moorosi (2010: 556) with school leaders and circuit managers 
found that a significant number for female school leaders were subjected to 
insubordination from both male and female colleagues, who refuse to accept their 
authority with comments such as “I cannot be headed by a woman”. Male staff would 
rather follow the instructions of their male deputy principals than their female school 
principals (Moorosi, 2010). Narsee (2006) conducted a study with IDSOs and 
principals in an education district, where the IDSO coordinator observed that school 
principals do not respect women IDSOs. Women senior leaders are further exposed 
to disrespect from the broader community and other school principals (Moorosi, 
2010).   
 
Insubordination is a growing tendency of ignoring the proposals and directions of the 
female leader (Mapolisa & Madziyire, 2012). Subtle forms on insubordination against 
women educational leaders take the shape of staff pretending to be attentive when 
women leaders market ideas, policies, plans or programmes but fail to action such 
directives when they are unsupervised (Mapolisa & Madziyire, 2012). This subtle yet 
blatant undermining of the authority of the women leader often goes unpunished.   
 
The patriarchal influence view women as being submissive and their leadership style 
is one that is seen as collaborative, empathetic, supportive and democratic (Yukl, 
2013; Chisholm, 2001). Lumby (2015) and Chisholm (2001) argues that women 
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leaders continue to face prejudices of discrimination at work leading to resistance, 
insubordination and sabotage, which makes it improbable to strike the perfect 
balance between personal and professional life. 
 
2.5.5 Personal Versus Professional Life 
 
The careers of women are usually positioned as quite contrasting to those of men, 
where men are considered as the “ideal” and “unencumbered” worker (Durbin & 
Tomlinson, 2010: 622). Most working women strive to achieve a work-life balance, 
a state of equilibrium between one’s job and one’s personal life because they carry 
a double load of being an employee and a housewife (Mani, 2013). Mani (2013) 
contends that while women from the lower to middle socioeconomic class seek work 
as an income opportunity, those from the upper middle class pursue a working 
career for professional ambitions.   
 
Those with higher education derive a keen interest to be economically independent 
as well as seek senior positions (Mani, 2013). The key challenge for career women, 
especially those in senior positions, is finding a way to manage their cultural roles 
as housewives and mothers, including their careers. For this reason, mothers are 
perceived to be less competent for promotional positions (Ellemers, 2018). Women 
work harder than men to prove themselves worthy of senior positions in the 
workplace (Mani, 2013). Many women have either delayed or avoided marriage, 
however, there are many that have reached management positions (Blossfeld & 
Kiernan, 2019; Mani, 2013). According to Blossfeld and Kiernan (2019) women still 
consider motherhood as a primary responsibility and continue to be deprived in their 
careers when their careers are interrupted through the birth of a child but hold on to 
their job due to the income needed. 
 
In a study conducted in India, 90% of the women surveyed preferred job security 
over job satisfaction (Mani, 2013). While job commitment was extremely important 
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to them, positions of power with responsibilities are preferred to the extent that 
unmarried women are extremely devoted to their jobs. However, married women felt 
restricted due to domestic compulsions (Blossfeld & Kiernan, 2019). They felt that 
time is their biggest constraint because of the ‘role conflict’ between family and work 
life. These women felt envious that men could work late which allowed them to 
network and liaise more (Mani, 2013) enabling greater opportunity for job 
promotions. Married women feel disadvantaged as promotions are not easily 
forthcoming and rewards for hard work are far and few. When there are social 
evenings, which fostered networking, women are once again limited and cannot 
participate freely (Mani, 2013). Women in senior management positions often work 
in male dominated cultures in which male leaders view sound management 
practices to involve full commitment to work only, with limited loyalties to outside the 
workplace responsibilities, especially those roles relating to care-giving (Durbin et 
al., 2010). 
 
A study conducted in South Africa with 28 female principals, circuit managers from 
district offices, officials from the provincial Department of Education and the SGB 
chairpersons found that there was lack of professional and institutional support for 
female educational leaders (Moorosi, 2010). There was also no consistency 
regarding networking with female leader peers, which is a useful tool to provide the 
necessary emotional, psychological and social support that is critical for survival in 
the male dominated field of educational leadership. Furthermore, family and 
domestic responsibilities became complicated (Moorosi, 2010). Younger women 
with children found it more difficult to attend to their motherly duties compared to 
older women leaders without children. The former still were expected to perform the 
role of mother and fulfil wife duties together with their professional responsibilities 
(Moorosi, 2010). These senior managers had to rely on the support from other family 
members such as their younger sisters, domestic workers and their mothers, while 
very little help came from their husbands. On the other hand, the older leaders had 
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fewer domestic responsibilities and significantly more help from their husbands 
(Moorosi, 2010).  
 
Women spend more time fighting sexist cultural attitudes at work and at home rather 
than devoting more of their emotional and intellectual energies to actual managerial 
work (Moorosi, 2010). Career journeys to district senior leadership is often 
unplanned and consequently, complex for women. Efforts to reconcile both family 
and career aspirations proves to be difficult unless less working hours and other 
related factors are considered (Durbin et al., 2010).   
 
2.5.6 Faulty Perceptions About Women 
 
A good self-image, which begins to develop from birth, produces a positive attitude 
that leads one to an independent, productive and responsible life (Uwizeyimana & 
Mathevula, 2014; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001). Uwizeyimana and Mathevula (2014) 
argue that faulty perceptions are barriers to the advancement of women’s roles 
within society. The first perception about women is that they have a poor self-image, 
which could be the result of them lacking role-models and peers in leadership 
positions, and having unplanned careers that are of a different path to that of men 
(Uwizeyimana & Mathevula, 2014; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001).   
 
The second faulty perception is that they lack assertiveness (Uwizeyimana & 
Mathevula, 2014).  The inclination to be caring, tolerant and sympathetic may result 
in others’ view of them of being passive and emotional. While it has not been 
scientifically proven, there are deep-seated biases against women that they tend to 
be aggressive instead of being assertive; apologetic when expected to be decisive; 
wonder when they should be focused; and negative when they should be positive 
(Uwizeyimana & Mathevula, 2014; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001). 
 
66 
 
The third perception of women is that they are viewed as being less career-
orientated (Uwizeyimana & Mathevula, 2014; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001). The harsh 
reality is that they have no career orientation opportunities available to them nor is 
there any institution that caters for the leadership skills needed by women to become 
successful leaders (Bush, 2008; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001). With traditional African 
culture and traditional women’s education, women have been ‘taught’ about their 
roles in their home and society, which does not provide for them to become leaders 
but rather submit themselves to the authority of their husbands (Sultana, 2010: 10).   
 
Apart from poor self-image, society perceives women to be eloquent speakers but 
less confident when putting words into action, and thereby, poor leaders 
(Uwizeyimana & Mathevula, 2014; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001). Men are considered 
confident and competent while women are assumed to be timid for leadership 
positions (Uwizeyimana & Mathevula, 2014; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001). The bedrock 
of the assumptions, untested as they are, are that women’s work is easy work, they 
fear competition, and they lack vision (Uwizeyimana & Mathevula, 2014; Mathipa & 
Tsoka, 2001).   
 
Moorosi’s (2007) research with the Education Department’s staff concurs with 
Uwizeyimana and Mathevula’s (2014) findings regarding the perceptions of 
competence, acceptance of authority, weakness, performance.  These perceptions 
add to the subtle stereotyping also found in international research on women senior 
leadership and stifle women’s advancement to senior positions (Cubillo & Brown, 
2003; Eagly & Carli, 2007).   
 
2.5.7 Psychological and Emotional Barriers 
 
Mestry (2014) and Mestry and Schmidt (2012) state that there are four factors 
prohibiting women educators from pursuing promotional positions in education: 
stereotypes, emotions, cultural beliefs, and leadership. Education leaders, more 
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than ever, are under great pressure to perform in a more diverse environment 
leading to stress and emotional burnout (Mestry, 2014; Mestry and Schmidt, 2012). 
 
People with higher emotional intelligence use their emotions as an advantage, 
improving their social effectiveness (Peter, 2010; Mestry, 2014). Cubillo and Brown 
(2003) argue that South African women struggle with personal internal issues such 
as confidence, emotions and professional experiences. When weighed down by 
these issues, women are perceived to be lacking self-esteem and emotion (Mestry, 
2014; Paludi, 2008). Women are caught in-between a highly gender stereotypical 
work environment and the “diverse high pressure’ educational centres (Mestry, 
2014: 15). The ‘think manager-think male’ phenomenon serves as a psychological 
barrier to the advancement of women into management (Schein, 2001: 676).   
 
These psychological barriers make it increasingly challenging to cope with as the 
educational environment is highly stressful. Schein (2001: 686) contends  that based 
on a worldwide evaluation of the status of women, the conclusion is that ‘the social, 
economic and political status of women, compared to men, is still one of 
subordination’. Barriers to women senior leadership in education districts are real 
and concrete, form both a local and international level.   
 
Women face many barriers to being a senior manager relating to culture, self-
confidence issues, gender stereotyping, organisational attitudes, work-life 
imbalance, and the patriarchal and hierarchical structures (Sanderson & Whitehead, 
2016). Whilst men do not need to think about qualifications, communication skills 
and acknowledging, tolerating and overcoming gender unfairness, women have to 
be aware of these issues when seeking leadership positions (Sanderson & 
Whitehead, 2016). The next sub-section explores some of the ways of overcoming 
these barriers. 
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2.6 Ways to Overcome Barriers and Challenges 
 
UNESCO’s priorities of promoting women’s education and removing gender 
inequalities in education has a significant impact on gender stereotyping practices 
in the workplace (Herz, Herz & Sperling, 2004). Ongoing research show that 
educating women would be one of the best investments any country could make, 
having a significantly greater impact on a country’s economic growth (Herz, Herz & 
Sperling, 2004). Women’s qualifications, communication, and overcoming gender 
unfairness are vital to successful leadership practices (Sanderson & Whitehead, 
2016).   
 
2.6.1 Negotiating the Constraints 
 
Habitus, one’s ingrained habits, skills and ‘social dispositions’ formed due to our 
life’s experiences, is the mental structure through which people understand and deal 
with the world (Oxford Dictionary, 2019; Shimoni, 2017). As a woman marginally or 
fundamentally challenges the social or work structure, through constant stuggles, 
she redefines her habitus or role (Uppalury & Bhaskar Racherla, 2014; Shimoni, 
2017). Women leaders negotiate some of their roles by changing a few elements.  
They still hold dear traditional roles as mothers, but are unable to sustain these roles 
completely due to the pressures of holding senior positions at work (Mestry, 2014).  
Maintaining that they have a greater role in child-rearing, they pay special attention 
to seeking an ‘as-close-to-the-mother’ alternative as a care-giver while they are at 
work (Uppalury & Bhaskar Racherla, 2014: 365). 
 
Women tend to use hired help such as asking their mothers, grannies or parents-in-
law to live with them so that they can ensure that there is a smooth transition in the 
upbringing of their children and passing on of family values (Moorosi, 2010; Uppalury 
& Bhaskar Racherla, 2014). The occurrence of extended family members living with 
the female senior leaders is increasing as mothers and mothers-in-law take on the 
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role of care-givers while daughters and daughters-in-laws pursue their careers 
(Uppalury & Bhaskar Racherla, 2014). In this way, women leaders are able to retain 
their jobs while their children are taken care of, both physically, emotionally and 
otherwise. 
 
Uppalury and Bhaskar Racherla (2014) conducted a study in which women senior 
leaders experienced less bias at the workplace and more at home. Social approval 
from the family rated higher than approval from staff at work, confirming that cultural 
heritage and social expectation are still key barriers for women in leadership roles 
to overcome. Habitus may be changed, through constant efforts, and communication 
plays an important role therein (Shimoni, 2017). 
 
2.6.2 Communicating with Family 
 
An increasing number of double income families has ignited the advent of career 
women’s role-positioning in families. According to Lee and Beatty (2002), theory 
asserts that a person’s power to make decisions is built on their ability to finance 
and provide for their family’s needs. A wife’s work and income-earning status may 
directly influence the nature of decision-making in a home. 
 
In homes where there is non-traditional sex role orientation, there is a tendency for 
the husband and wife to take joint decisions unlike the traditionalists, which is more 
dictatorial and autocratic (Kaufman, 2000). Career-motivated mothers who have a 
high occupational status seem to be accorded more power at home than those with 
low occupational status. However, women still struggle to find work-family balance 
as they are built to be either mothers or workers, not both (Lee & Beatty, 2002). The 
movement towards dual incomes has become a popular ‘coping strategy’ wherein 
many husbands are unable to secure good jobs or maintain one (Lee & Beatty, 2002: 
25). 
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Despite the demand for women to work, long work hours in management roles is 
seen as the major culprit affecting work-family balance (Lo, Stone & Ng, 2003). Lack 
of family support invariably leads to family conflicts and emotional exhaustion. Those 
unable to cope with such a strain may be affected by burnout (Lo et al., 2003). 
Appearing to get little or no help from their husbands, most women leaders work 
longer hours at home to attend to their children’s needs by getting help from a 
domestic helper, tutor and relatives (Lo et al., 2003). 
 
Women communicating with the family, making them understand the demands of 
management positions at work, are better able to cope with the family-work balance 
(Lo et al., 2003). In some cases, the husbands are supportive and give them the 
freedom to make decisions about their careers (Stone, 2008). In these high quality, 
supportive family relationships, women may be both willing to assert themselves and 
family members may more likely take her work choices more seriously (Stone, 
2008). Those who fail to communicate with their family or where love and support is 
not readily available, either stagnate in their positions, leave work as they fail to 
withstand the demands of management positions or end up in broken family 
relationships (Allendorf, 2012). 
 
Love and support found in high quality family relationships may be an important 
source of women’s empowerment and agency in the work place (Allendorf, 2012).   
 
2.6.3 Agency 
 
Agency is considered as what a person is allowed to do freely and achieve in the 
hunt of whatever goals or values he or she considers as imperative, and invokes the 
ability to overcome barriers, and confront situations of oppression and deprivation 
(Hanmer & Klugman, 2016). Professional agency, as an action or intervention aimed 
at producing a particular effect, is practised when a person or community exerts a 
type of influence, takes decisions and pursues a course of action that affects that 
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person’s work or professional identity (Eteläpelto, Vähäsantanen, Hökkä & 
Paloniemi, 2013). Women exercises agency as a means to equality and fairness in 
the workplace, in society or at home. In the context of this study, agency refers to 
‘self-assertion’, a desire for achievement, ways to resist, subvert and negotiate 
challenges faced in their workplace daily and would be used as the ways in which 
women continue to work productively and responsibly within unequal power 
structures (Burke & Mattis, 2005; De Jong, 2009; Mestry and Schmidt, 2012). 
 
Women’s agency can lead to their empowerment through questions, challenges and 
changes to regressive norms of perpetual subordination (Kabeer, 2008).  
Empowerment for women means an increase in the ability to make choices and take 
decisions about their lives and environments (Allendorf, 2012). Hanmer et al. (2016) 
contends that agency has intrinsic value irrespective of the outcome and can take 
different forms. Although women exhibit more communal than agentic qualities, their 
agency can be exercised as individuals, as a group, in families or through formal 
and informal institutions, and may still be a means to their empowerment and 
freedom (Allendorf, 2012). 
 
Empowered women may be able to better take care of themselves and their families 
as their bargaining power is usually measured by their income and asset ownership 
(Allendorf, 2012). They constantly face their traditional gender roles within a vastly 
contrasting leadership role (Allendorf, 2012). These roles are typically incongruous, 
which has an unfavourable effect for women and effective leadership, leadership 
emergence, evaluations of leadership ability, and perceptions of leadership styles 
(Rosette & Tost, 2010). The level of agency linked to leader roles changes with the 
level of the position as the higher leadership levels are traditionally linked with 
greater agentic characteristics. While communal traits linked more to women 
leaders, agentic and masculine characteristics have defined a leader’s role, seen as 
a strength, and are fast becoming the valued leadership characteristics (Rosette & 
Tost, 2010). Transformational leadership dimensions such as the communal 
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approach to leading, individualised consideration and inspirational motivation are 
increasingly associated with effective leadership (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 
2001).   
 
In a study conducted by Rosette and Tost (2010) it was found that women leaders 
that demonstrate success in their senior leadership roles would be rated as being 
more agentic, more communal and more effective than male leaders in similar 
positions. This is due to their democratic and participative leadership style which is 
promoted by contemporary managerial writers and other media. An opposing school 
of thought is that women leaders do not have the advantage over men because the 
context of the environment is paramount (Eagly & Carli, 2003; Rosette & Tost, 2010). 
 
Stereotypical assumptions and biases are still prevalent in the work environment 
especially when lower and middle management women are being evaluated as 
leaders against agentic qualities (Rosette & Tost, 2010). It appears that those that 
have succeeded to senior positions in the organisation’s hierarchy, may have done 
so through agency, and hence, these biases against them are negligent. In fact, they 
may be viewed more positively (Rosette & Tost, 2010). The study will now look at 
the play of emotions and how emotional intelligence contributes to leadership. 
 
2.6.4 Emotions and Emotional Intelligence 
 
Education district senior managers work in an environment that is unrealistically 
demanding, with pressure from national and Provincial Education Departments, and 
from the schools they service. The role of the education leader is more challenging 
than ever (Moore, 2009). The education district leadership faces ‘turmoil, resistance, 
stress, anger, frustration and other emotions’ on a daily basis (Moore, 2009: 20). In 
order to manage daily operations and take sound decisions, leaders in the district 
office are expected to be skilled in emotional intelligence (Moore, 2009). 
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Emotional intelligence is the ability to be aware of the meanings of emotions and 
their relationships, and to be able to rationalise and problem-solve on the basis of 
such meanings (Peter, 2010). It is the capacity to distinguish between our emotions, 
integrate related feelings connected with those emotions, comprehend the 
usefulness of those emotions, and consequently deal with those emotions in 
different contexts (Peter, 2010). According to Moore (2009), it is the ability to monitor 
and manage one’s own emotions, as well as monitor the feelings and emotions of 
others in our relationships, discriminate between them and take action accordingly. 
 
Being aware of one’s emotions and that of others is a critical aspect of an effective 
district leader. Engaging with stakeholders on a perpetual basis, their emotions need 
to be managed (Department of Basic Education, 2018; Mestry, 2014). During the 
process of democratic decision-making, the sensitivity relating to other people’s 
assumptions and thoughts is necessary. District leaders should display calmness 
and patience when dealing with district staff and school principals and use emotional 
intelligence as a tool to manipulate and compel others into conformity (Mestry and 
Schmidt, 2012). South African women find it difficult to deal with personal “internal’’ 
barriers such as confidence, aspirations, emotions, fear of failure, ambitions and 
conflicts, leading them to low self-esteem and ineffective leadership role 
performances (Cubillo & Brown, 2003: 281). 
 
Difficult work environments, high stress levels and negative school climates, 
amongst others, have reached South African schools resulting in discouragingly high 
teacher attrition levels (Schmidt & Mestry, 2015). Dealing with emotions as a women 
leader is an important tool in the armoury especially with the ‘low morale, frustration 
and anger’ that prevails in South African schools and education districts (Shalem & 
Hoadley, 2009). Pitsoe (2013) cautions that South Africa will need between 20 000 
and 30 000 new teachers every year for the next decade due to the high attrition 
levels. Lack of administrative support, insufficient parental and collegial support, and 
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‘low job satisfaction’ are also factors leading to teachers leaving their jobs (Chisholm 
& September, 2005).  
 
The role of women senior leaders in education, amidst the many barriers faced, is 
fundamental in using their transformation leadership styles and emotional 
intelligence in dealing with the high emotional demands of teachers in the schools 
that they support (Schmidt & Mestry, 2015; Moore, 2019; Department of Basic 
Education, 2018; Paludi, 2008; Eagly & Carli, 2003). It is imperative that leaders, 
especially women, in schools and the district offices are able to increase their 
emotional intelligence in order to better support schools and district staff. 
 
Having explored literature on negotiating challenges and barriers and ways of 
overcoming them, I will now examine literature concerning women leadership 
development. 
 
2.7 Women Development in Educational Leadership Positions 
 
The foundation of all successful schools is good instruction (Spiro, 2013). Good 
instruction promotes quality student performances (Seashore Louis, Dretzke & 
Wahlstrom, 2010). Bush, Bell and Middlewood (2010: 6) claim that educational 
leadership is second only to classroom practice in terms of impact on school and 
student outcomes. Highly effective school leaders contribute to improving the 
achievement of students in their schools, while ineffective school leaders lead to 
lowering their achievement (Branch, Hanushek & Rivkin, 2013).   
 
In the South African context, researchers found that with improved leadership 
practices, there were ‘significant improvement in the matric results within five years’ 
(Van der Berg, Spaull, Wills, Gustafsson & Kotzé, 2016: 7). Ineffective school 
leaders need to be professionally supported by education districts to improve 
student performance and be monitored for compliance and targets (Department of 
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Basic Education, 2018; Christie, Butler & Potterton, 2007). This is proving 
challenging as education districts are usually over-stressed and under-resourced 
(Christie, et al., 2007). 
 
To adequately support both effective and ineffective schools, district officials, 
especially senior leaders, need to be empowered to handle their ‘administrative, 
management and professional responsibilities’ (Smith, 2011; Narsee, 2006; 
Department of Basic Education, 2018). Smith (2011) argues that education districts 
lack the internal capacity to support schools. The smaller number of staff members 
in the education districts often do not possess the knowledge and skills to provide 
professional and administrative support to schools (Narsee, 2006). Schools have 
complained about the poor-quality services provided by district staff, particularly in 
the areas of curriculum and management support (Narsee, 2006). Furthermore, in 
post 1994 South Africa, there is a perception that women are being appointed into 
senior education positions mainly due to the policy of affirmative action initiatives 
rather than them actually deserving the positions due to their qualifications, 
experience and required skills (Dreyer, Blass & April, 2007). 
 
There is a need to develop district senior leaders, particularly women leadership, to 
achieve quality education in the schools they serve and as a means of empowering 
them for their roles of institution development and instructional support (Department 
of Education, 2018; Ngwenya, 2018). Women leadership theories, leadership styles 
and professional development is fundamental to them fulfilling their roles as district 
senior leaders and will be considered in the following section. 
 
2.7.1 Women Leadership Theories and Leadership Styles 
 
The comparison between women and men’s leadership conduct and the possibility 
of them differing in their typical leadership styles is important because leaders’ style 
is a major factor that contributes towards their effectiveness and opportunities for 
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advancement (Eagly & Carli, 2003). Between the 1940s and 1980s, leadership was 
defined in a male context, and all leadership theories depicted leadership both 
implicitly or explicitly as a male prerogative (Jogulu & Wood, 2006). This meant that 
men practiced leadership and men wrote about it. Recent research has reported that 
differences in gender behaviour, attitudes and skills do exist, and have implications 
at the workplace for both men and women (Jogulu & Wood, 2006).   
 
Jogulu and Wood (2006) contends that as gender difference theories were being 
formulated by including women in leadership literature, the focus was on the 
evaluation of leadership styles through gender differences, to understand how men 
and women lead their team of followers. Eagly and Carli (2003) used research that 
compared women and men on the three contemporary leadership styles, namely; 
transactional, transformational and laissez-faire. Many women in leadership and 
managerial roles manifest communication styles that are more collaborative and less 
hierarchical than those of their male colleagues, which is consistent with the 
communal demands of female gender roles (Vinkenburg, Van Engen, Eagly & 
Johannesen-Schmidt, 2011; Eagly & Carli 2003). In analysis that draw on personal 
experience in organisations, interviews with managers and random surveys, some 
authors claim that women leaders are less hierarchical, more cooperative and 
collaborative than male leaders, and are more concerned with enhancing others’ 
self-worth (Eagly & Carli 2003). These authors argue that these characteristics of 
behaviour give women leaders the edge for contemporary organisations as they are 
more transformational in their approach than males (Eagly & Carli, 2003; Vinkenburg 
et al., 2011; Eagly & Carli, 2007; Antonakis & Day, 2017). 
 
A mixture of the transformational style together with the contingent reward system 
of the transactional approach may be more appealing to the female gender role that 
is dominated by caring, support and consideration of their followers (Eagly & Carli., 
2003). Only the one dimension of transformational leadership, individualised 
consideration behaviour, is communal, which favour mentoring and developing 
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followers. The other three do not seem to be aligned to the gender role of any sex 
(Eagly & Carli, 2003). Transformational leadership style suits women because it 
allows women to deal with specific challenges of lesser authority and legitimacy that 
women face more of (Eagly & Carli, 2003). Women exerting authority over men using 
dominant communication styles can be disliked and considered untrustworthy (Eagly 
& Karau, 2002). Such negative reactions can be countered by them displaying 
warmth, lack of self-interest, smiling, supporting others, and expressing agreement. 
When the first set of women broke through the ‘glass ceiling’ by securing top 
management positions in medium-sized, non-traditional organisations, many stuck 
to the ‘rules of conduct’ and leadership styles that were successful for men (Rosener, 
2011: 19). The second wave of women executives weaved their way into top 
management by drawing on the attitudes and skills developed by women from their 
shared experiences, creating an unusual path to the top. Practices that were 
considered “feminine” and “inappropriate” as leaders were being sought by women 
in fast-changing and growing organisations, demonstrating that they can achieve 
results but in a different way (Rosener, 2011: 19). 
 
Yukl (2013) argues that leadership styles influence leaders’ effectiveness. A meta-
analysis of gender differences in leadership style found that women leaders adopted 
a more democratic and participative style, involving subordinates in decision-making 
(Antonakis & Day, 2017). Transformational leadership blends masculine 
characteristics and feminine communal trends in the individual consideration 
dimension, which appeals more to women leaders (Eagly & Carli 2007; Antonakis & 
Day, 2017). This is due to the tendency of women wanting to develop and mentor 
followers by attending to their individual needs. Transactionally, male leaders focus 
on the followers’ mistakes and failures, using a more reactive approach by waiting 
until problems become severe, while women leaders use more rewards. The meta-
analysis also found that men were more laissez-faire than women (Antonakis & Day, 
2017). 
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Personality traits are fundamental to leadership ability and promote the style used 
more often. According to Eagly and Wood (2013), most contemporary psychologists 
believe that sex variances in traits and behaviours follow from nature and nurture.  
Aggressiveness and assertiveness are two qualities that are pertinent to leadership.  
Meta-analysis studies discovered that men are physically more aggressive than 
women when compared to verbal aggression, and men participate more in 
workplace aggression (Archer, 2004; Hershcovis, Turner, Barling, Arnold, Dupré, 
Inness & Sivanathan, 2007). As compared to women and consistent with trends in 
the workplace, male leaders tend to find greater motivation to lead and manage in a 
traditional, hierarchic command-and-control manner (Archer, 2004).   
 
Whilst verbal aggression, negative assertion and competitiveness may lead to some 
results for a leader, physical aggressiveness is hardly a quality that can lead to 
effective leadership (Archer, 2004). In contemporary times, is it highly unlikely that 
the traditional strong male authoritative command-and-control behaviours can lead 
to effective leadership (Carli & Eagly, 2011). A meta-analysis of studies assessing 
the five-factored model of personality, namely; extraversion, openness to 
experience, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and agreeableness, and their relations 
with leadership showed significant results (Judge, Bono, Ilies & Gerhardt, 2002). 
 
Extraversion, a tendency to be sociable, assertive, active, energetic and zealous, 
showed the strongest relation to leadership effectiveness and leadership 
emergence, followed by conscientiousness, which comprises of two related facets 
of achievement and dependability (Judge et al., 2002; Carli & Eagly, 2011).  
Openness to experience representing the qualities of imagination, nonconforming, 
unconventional and autonomous has a significant association with leader 
emergence and leader effectiveness. Neuroticism representing the tendency to 
exhibit poor emotional adjustment and experience of anxiety, insecurity and hostility 
relate negatively to leader emergence and effectiveness (Antonakis & Day., 2017; 
Judge et al., 2002). Agreeableness, being the fifth factor, is the tendency to be 
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trusting, compliant, caring and gentleness had the weakest correlation with 
leadership yet relating to performing effectively as a leader (Carli & Eagly, 2011; 
Judge et al., 2002). Another meta-analysis found that general intelligence also 
associates with leader emergence and leader effectiveness (Judge, Colbert & Ilies, 
2004). 
 
Comparing both men and women in these five-factored traits suggests that neither 
sex has a clear overall advantage in leadership (Judge et al., 2002). However, 
women showed, in a cross-cultural study involving 55 cultures, higher levels of 
neuroticism in most countries, and moderately to small levels higher than men in 
extraversion, agreeableness and conscientiousness (Schmitt, Realo, Voracek & 
Allik, 2008). According to Halpern (2013), there is no significant difference in overall 
intelligence between men and women. For effective leadership, an androgynous mix 
of characteristics such as negotiation, diplomacy, cooperation, teamwork, motivating 
and developing others are important for effective leadership (Carli & Eagly, 2011). 
 
2.7.2 Situational Contexts of Leadership 
 
Analysis of the different situational contexts that women and men face in their 
leadership roles gives a rationale for expecting similarities and differences (Abele, 
2000). According to Eagly, Wood and Diekman (2000), social role theory was 
developed through ongoing research on gender stereotypes to understand the 
causes of sex similarities and differences in social behaviour. Due to the differing 
social roles allocated to men and women, differences in their behaviour originate.  
Similarly, leadership roles have a significant influence on leaders’ behaviour (Eagly 
& Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). Peoples expectation of women leaders draws out 
expectant behaviours for women leaders. These expectancies are made up of 
gender roles created by the social roles of women at home and the workplace (Eagly 
& Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001).   
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According to Eagly et al. (2000), two sets of gendered roles linked to the social 
behaviours of women and male leaders that are pertinent to understanding 
leadership are the agentic and communal charateristics. Leaders that nurture a 
pattern of interpersonally facilitative and friendlly behaviours are termed communal 
and ones that favour a flow of relatively assertive and independent behaviours are 
termed agentic (Eagly & Wood, 2012; Eagly et al., 2000). Agentic features such as 
aggressiveness, ambitiousness, dominance and controlling forceful, independent, 
daring, assertive and competitive are attributed more to male leaders (Abele, 2000; 
Eagly et al., 2000). At the workplace, these agentic behaviours include speaking with 
authority, competing for attention, launching activities to complete tasks, providing 
problem-focussed suggestions and influencing others (Hannover, 2012; Abele, 
2000). Communal features which are largely aimed at the concern and welfare of 
others includes helpfulness, affection, sympathy, gentleness, interpersonally 
sensitive and kindness are attributed more to women leaders (Zemore, Fiske, & Kim, 
2012). At the workplace, these communal qualities may include speaking tentatively, 
accepting others’ direction, supporting and soothing others, not drawing attention to 
oneself and finding solutions to relational and interpersonal problems (Eagly & 
Johannesen-Schmidt 2001). 
 
Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt (2001) argue that whilst male and female leaders 
occupying the same leadership roles ought to behave very similarly, gendered roles 
continue to exert some influence. Research conducted in natural settings suggest 
that even though some gender-stereotypic differences do erode under the influence 
of workplace management roles and organisational demands, other differences do 
not (Eagly et al., 2000). The findings, in general, were that agentic behaviour was 
controlled by the person’s position at work, where participants behaving more 
agentically with supervisees and less agentically with supervisors (Zemore et al., 
2012; Eagly et al., 2000; Abele, 2000). Communal behaviours were influenced by 
the gender, regardless of the participants’ hierarchical status, where women 
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behaving more communally than men, even more in their interaction with other 
women (Eagly et al., 2000; Abele, 2000). 
 
Carli and Eagly (2011) argue that even though meta-analysis research findings on 
gender-based leader aggressiveness and competativeness overall weighs in favour 
of male leaders, these qualities do not necessarily make leaders more effective. A 
meta-analysis done in the USA with 95 studies concerning leaders’ effectiveness on 
the basis of gender, found that there was no overall sex dominance or difference 
(Paustian-Underdahl, Walker & Woehr, 2014). Interestingly, when it came to the type 
of organisation there were differences that were discovered. It was found that in 
environments or organisations that were male-dominated such as the military and 
government, men received higher leadership effectiveness ratings (Paustian-
Underdahl, et al., 2014). This suggests that in male-dominated contexts, people 
would associate stereotypically masculine conduct for good leadership and would 
doubt women competence in such settings. In contexts such as education or middle 
management, women were perceived to be more effective leaders than men.  These 
findings would suggest that in education and middle management, typical women 
leaders behaviours and styles would be considered good leadership. Such 
contextual findings demonstrate the influence of gender stereotypes on leader 
effectiveness (Paustian-Underdahl, et al., 2014).  
 
As a study of women senior leaders in education districts, it would suggest that 
women’s communal and transformational approaches would be more suitable in the 
educational context. The development of women leadership in education contexts 
requires the positioning of the legislative framework and policies of gender equity, 
gender equality and women’s empowerment against the operational systems and 
strategies existing within the national, provincial and district level education systems 
(Republic of South Africa, 2013). This will be considered and discussed in the 
following sections. 
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2.7.3 Women Development in Educational Leadership Positions 
 
There is strong disparities in South African education structures in terms of 
leadership. While 71% of teachers were women in 2012, there were only 36% 
women principals (Van der Berg et al., 2016). This is evident even at education 
district level where only 23 of the 85 education districts in South Africa are led by 
women district directors (Department of Basic Education, 2014). Van der Berg et al. 
(2016) confirm that the main criteria to recruit principals and education leaders are 
qualifications and experience, but these may not be the best identifiers of good 
quality education leaders. Whilst recruitment strategies need to be improved to 
appoint the most suitable person for leadership roles, women already recruited in 
leadership roles need to be developed. 
 
Women that have achieved leadership positions in the education districts may be 
developed in their leadership roles through existing tools and strategies, which 
include, instructional leadership; professional learning communties, integrated 
quality management system, and mentoring and coaching, so that they may be able 
to monitor and support these programmes at school level. 
 
2.7.3.1 Instructional Leadership Through Distributive Leadership 
 
A high level overview of research found that the success or failure of the education 
system in South Africa pivots on teachers and the quality of their teaching (Van der 
Berg et al., 2016). Van der Berg et al. (2016) strongly argue that instructional 
capacity’s three components: skills, knowledge and material resources must be 
considered together and the solutions to capacity building problems of individual 
schools should start with current teaching practices and organisational measures, 
supported by leadership and management structures and processes at schools and 
education districts. By appointing more women in senior leadership positions in the 
education districts due to government policies, the capacity of senior women leaders 
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in education districts is to be raised. Women leadership in education districts impacts 
on student acheivement through school leaders and subject facilitators in the 
education district as “leadership is the most important school-related influence on 
student learning” (Spiro, 2013: 1). 
 
Of the many responsibilities given to school leaders, instructional leadership received 
increased attention (Costello, 2015). Senior leadership in the education district has 
the core responsibility, using their subject facilitators, of ensuring that principals are 
equipped as instructional leaders (Department of Basic Education, 2018). Spiro 
(2013) contends that principals as instructional leaders should, in turn, share 
instructional leadership with teaching staff to improve student achievement.  
Distributive leadership in practice refers to giving teachers the opportunity to lead and 
take responsibility for important areas of change in schools (Naicker & Mestry, 2011).  
Instructional leadership, as a complex process, is “anything that leaders do to 
enhance teaching and learning” (Costello, 2015: 3). The building and sharing of 
capacity in instructional leadership, starting with senior leaders in the education 
district through to the teacher in the classroom, is essential in ensuring quality 
instruction as this results in the professional learning of teachers (Costello, 2015; 
Bush, 2007). The role of leadership, principal, SMT and district officials, is to target 
student leaning via teachers (Bush, 2007). 
 
Bush and Glover (2016) contend that more recognition is given to instructional 
leadership via the education district office, as the fitting approach to school 
improvement in South Africa. Education districts still encounter challenges in 
implementing processes of modelling, monitoring and professional dialogue by which 
the improvement in instructional practices can be achieved (Bush & Glover, 2016).  
High quality classroom observations, subject practice discussions, and consistency 
of actions of learners and educators, seen as a whole school responsibility, is to be 
monitored and supported by the principal, school management team and district 
teams (Bush & Glover, 2016). 
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The benefits of instructional leadership is that teacher isolation is reduced, and an 
increased commitment from them results to the ‘common good’ of the school 
(Seashore Louis, Dretzke & Wahlstrom, 2010: 318). The task of management at all 
levels in the education service, especially education districts, is ultimately the creation 
and support of conditions under which teachers and students can achieve learning 
(Bush, 2007). District teams, managed by district senior leaders, are expected to play 
a prominent role in promoting “leadership for learning” training and development 
programmes for principals and School Management Teams (SMT), using distributive 
leadership for full impact in all subject departments (Naicker & Mestry, 2011: 1; Bush, 
2007; Bush & Glover, 2016; Spiro, 2013). Having reviewed instructional leadership 
through distributive leaders for quality education, and the role played by education 
district senior leaders in instructional leadership, I will now examine professional 
learning communities as a tool for leadership development 
 
2.7.3.2 Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) 
 
For individuals, groups and school systems to sustain learning over time, building 
capacity through a mix of motivation, skill, positive learning, organisational 
conditions and culture, and infrastructure support is needed (Stoll, Bolam, 
McMahon, Wallace & Thomas, 2006). PLCs hold the key to professional 
development of women district senior leaders. A PLC is a group of people who share 
and critically interrogate their professional practice in an ongoing, collaborative, 
reflective, learning-oriented and growth-promoting way (Stoll et al., 2006; Sackney, 
Walker & Mitchell, 2005). Their goal is to boost their effectiveness as professionals 
(Hord, 2009). Education districts can also promote learning among their own 
professionals for their roles in the district office (Giles & Hargreaves, 2006). 
 
I agree with the opinion that education district officials play a critical role in supporting 
teaching and learning in their schools and ‘hardly receive sufficient attention’ to fulfil 
this role (Bantwini & Diko, 2011: 226). Research on districts and their officials will 
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solve a crucial puzzle in policy implementation (Bantwini & Diko, 2011; Chinsamy, 
2002). According to Naicker and Mestry (2015), there is inadequate induction of 
principals into the principalship, and similarly, for senior district officials in their 
district roles. Hence, the need for induction and professional development of senior 
district officials. Collaborative structures such as PLCs, Leadership for Learning 
Programme (LLP) and networks would serve to enhance professional development 
of women district senior leaders (Naicker & Mestry, 2015). 
 
Whilst PLCs have emerged to develop professional practice in the classroom, a 
similar learning community for district officials can enhance women leadership 
capacities (DuFour & Eaker, 2009). Similarly, participants of the LLP work 
collaboratively with the intention of growing leadership capacity over a set time 
period as emerging needs of the leaders are addressed (Naicker & Mestry, 2015).  
PLCs also create ‘spaces for more leaders’ that leads to ‘leadership density’, 
allowing for more leaders (in the education district) to emerge (Mitchell & Sackney, 
2011: 115). This is also referred to as “lateral capacity building” wherein district 
officials collaborate to learn from each other (Fullan, 2006: 10). 
 
The professional collaboration of district senior leaders may be radically advanced 
through PLCs at district level or inter-district level. This will help new women leaders 
to settle more easily in their senior roles. Similar approaches such as induction, 
mentoring, role-modelling and coaching help in leadership development of women 
district senior leaders. We will now proceed to discuss IQMS as a means to 
improving the quality of leadership and management roles of women leaders. 
 
2.7.3.3 Integrated Quality Management System (IQMS) 
 
The IQMS was initiated by the DoE to advance the value of education throughout 
South Africa (Christie et al., 2007). In 2003, this system was concluded by two 
Education Labour Relations Council (ELRC) agreements aimed at managing the 
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performance of teachers and schools (De Clercq, 2008). Teachers resisted the 
implementation of the IQMS because they considered this accountability system a 
‘tough-on-schools’ policy that focused the blame of the ills of education in South 
Africa on them (Mosoge & Pilane, 2014). Despite the resistance and challenges, 
government was forced to implement the IQMS due to public outcry over poor 
academic Grade 12 results (Mosoge & Pilane, 2014). 
 
The IQMS integrates the Development Appraisal System (DAS) and Performance 
Measurement (PM) focusing on classroom practice and professional teacher issues 
outside the classroom (De Clercq, 2008). Each teacher’s Personal Growth Plan 
(PGP) is reviewed and adds to the School Improvement Plan (SIP), which highlights 
to the education district and school leader, the areas for support and development 
(De Clercq, 2008). Women district senior leaders use the SIP to address the needs 
of school teachers by providing adequate training and support. Education district 
leadership are expected to monitor the implementation of curriculum policies and 
support the growth of teachers at schools. 
 
The IQMS is aimed at implementing policies and procedures to increase teachers’ 
mastery of the curriculum, their teaching areas, and their skills in teaching and 
facilitating learning (Mchunu & Steyn, 2017). De Clercq (2008) claims that while the 
IQMS makes unrealistic assumptions regarding teachers’ work, it is not aligned with 
their work and over-estimates the implementation readiness of most schools. This 
makes the role of the district senior leadership pertinent to the success of the IQMS’ 
goals of staff professional development (Bush & Glover, 2016). Bush and Glover 
(2016:14) argue that the appraisal, support capacity and ‘implementation readiness’ 
of the SMT and District Management Team (DMT) is overrated and therefore, has 
to be addressed. District and school leadership has to be prepared for this important 
role (Bush and Glover, 2016). 
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Teacher development, a neglected area of IQMS, is crucial and the overload of 
policies make it difficult for school leaders and the DMT to monitor development 
programmes (Mosoge & Pilane, 2014). The IQMS needs authoritative evaluators 
and appraisers to make informed professional judgements (De Clercq, 2008). Both 
men and women district leadership lack the knowledge and expertise on processes 
such as mentoring, coaching and monitoring, which further stalls the implementation 
of performance management (Mosoge & Pilane, 2014; De Clercq, 2008; Bush & 
Glover, 2016). District support capacity, a critical part of district women’s leadership 
role, with all the revised curriculum changes is stretched as many of the officials are 
unfamiliar with the curriculum changes and lack the competence to monitor or 
implement (De Clercq, 2008). Disappointingly, human resource management and 
professional support in the South African education system is poor (Mosoge & 
Pilane, 2014; De Clercq, 2008).   
 
The discussion on IQMS as a tool for teacher development is accentuated, making 
it a means of promoting women’s equity and empowerment in schools and education 
districts. I am of the view that women leaders in the education district offices play an 
important role in staff development at schools, particularly that of women teacher, 
as they act as mentors and role models to these teachers and district junior women 
staff members. The next section will explore role-modelling, mentoring and coaching 
as a method for professional development of women. 
 
2.7.3.4 Mentoring and Coaching 
 
In order to prepare women for senior leadership roles, there is a need to provide 
them with mentors to help them overcome leadership challenges (Moorosi, 2012).  
Mentoring, the professional relationship between an inexperienced (mentee) and an 
experienced person (mentor), is a means of identifying, tapping and nurturing the 
mentee’s potential in order to develop them both personally and professionally 
(Ragins & Kram, 2007; Lancer, Clutterbuck & Megginson, 2016). It involves a long-
88 
 
term role model relationship aimed at professional and personal development 
(Ragins & Kram, 2007). Career and personal goals are set by the mentee, and 
opportunities, advice and modelling are given by the mentor (Craig, Allen, Reid, 
Riemenschneider & Armstrong, 2013; Lancer, Clutterbuck & Megginson, 2016; 
Ragins & Kram, 2007). While a mentor is an informal title, it is a role that one takes 
on to develop the protégé (Ragins & Kram, 2007).   
 
Viewed from a psychosocial perspective, a mentor serves as a role model, friend 
and advisor in developing a work identity, confidence and competence. Two types 
of behaviour functions are shared by mentors: career-related support and 
psychosocial mentoring (Archard, 2012). Career development mentoring aims at 
career advancement using coaching, exposure to difficult contexts and sponsorship; 
whereas psychosocial mentoring aims at building confidence, self-esteem, 
effectiveness, and a work identity by means of counselling, friendship, acceptance 
and role modelling (Allen et al., 2004). There are perceptions that women are 
incompetent leaders because they lack confidence, assertiveness and self-esteem 
(Moorosi, 2012; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001; Chisholm, 2001). As women face many 
challenges in their careers, the strengths-based mentoring approach would help 
them to establish their strengths and promote a positive work outlook (Laukhuf & 
Malone, 2015). Mentoring is a necessary prerequisite for women pursuing a career 
as it helps them exploit their potential in a highly demanding and competitive work 
environment (Wilen-Daugenti, Vien and Molina Ray, 2013; Laukhuf & Malone, 
2015). 
 
Mentoring also helps women secure more senior positions in organisations, more 
confidently and proficiently (Laukhuf & Malone, 2015). During the 1970s, the ‘second 
wave’ of mentoring was seen as an effective way to help women break through the 
‘glass ceiling’ (Miller, 2004: 5). Whilst the number of women in the workplace has 
increased drastically, there has not been a proportional increase in women holding 
senior positions (Miller, 2004). The result is a lack of women mentors and role 
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models in senior positions to support incumbents. Mentoring and networking are 
essential to enhance womens’ careers as they build their skills, contacts and 
confidence. 
 
Mentors as role models help women climb the ladder of success more easily as they 
counsel them “where they are and help them to decide where they want to be” 
(Laukhuf & Malone, 2015: 72). Role models are individuals who provide an example 
to others through their behaviours and successes (Lockwood, 2006). Herrmann, 
Adelman, Bodford, Graudejus, Okun and Kwan (2016) argue that effective role 
models are perceived as competent and of the same gender, and when individuals 
are inspired by their success. Role modelling, as a development tool for women 
district senior leaders, is promoted as a means to motivate aspirants to establish, 
focus on and achieve ambitious goals, especially for persons from underrepresented 
and stigmatised groups such as women (Morgenroth, Ryan & Peters, 2015). 
 
Due to underrepresentation, women senior leaders in the education district office 
find a lack of role-models, mentoring opportunities and opportunities to participate 
in leadership programmes (Ely, Ibarra, Kolb, 2011; Sherman, 2005). A study 
showing that men making the role transition to more senior positions rely on imitation 
strategies of their more-than-sufficient male role models while women tended to rely 
on true-to-self strategies based on role behaviours that worked for them in the past 
(Ely et al., 2011). With fewer role-models, women experience a lack of access to 
informal networks, which in turn yields fewer leadership opportunities, less visibility 
for their leadership claims, and less recognition and endorsement (Ely et al., 2011).   
 
According to Sherman (2005), formal mentoring or leadership development 
programmes, which are practically non-existent for district senior leaders, may help 
to bring more women together, increase their networking with other practicing 
leaders, and share relevant experiences. For supporting high potential employees 
and senior management that have already secured positions, coaching may be an 
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important tool for leadership development and growth (Sherman, 2005). Coaching 
is task focused for a specified period and has a set agenda to reinforce or change 
skills and behaviours of individuals (Garvey, Strokes & Megginson, 2010). 
 
Globally, there is growing evidence that coaching and the use of professional 
coaches for leadership and professional development within the educational setting 
is effective and impactful (Grant, Green & Rynsaardt, 2010). Executive coaching is 
acknowledged as a helpful mechanism for women in leadership roles, an 
“individualised & personalised” helping relationship (O’Neil et al., 2015: 271). It 
assists the women leader to set and achieve goals, improve performance, improve 
satisfaction, and help the leader in their personal, intentional change process (O’Neil 
et al., 2015). O’Neil et al. (2015) strongly contend that women remain 
underrepresented in senior positions in the education department and do not receive 
the same amount of coaching and professional development as men in similar 
positions. Consequently, women’s self-confidence, effective performance and 
realising their leadership potential are all constricted.    
 
Leadership development programmes through mentoring and coaching for women 
in senior positions needs to take into consideration how ‘second-generation’ gender 
bias can derail leadership performance and transitions to these positions (Ely et al., 
2011: 488). Ely et al. (2011: 288) argues that women can benefit from both ‘women-
only’ and mixed-sex development programmes in order to enhance their technical 
skills and managerial competencies. This needs to be a deliberate process. On the 
other hand, the gendered nature of the workplace contributes to the lack of self-
confidence and self-efficacy in women. Archard (2012) argues that women mentored 
by women have a greater chance to learn strategies to deal with a gendered 
workplace. Women do not need to “be fixed”, organisational systems do (O’Neil et 
al., 2015: 272). For women to succeed in their district senior leader roles, systems 
and structures in the district offices that undermine opportunities for women must be 
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examined in tandem with implementing definite leadership development 
programmes that include mentoring, coaching and role-modelling. 
 
The ‘classical’ or ‘male model’ of the mentoring relationship may not be suitable for 
women (Miller, 2004). However, there is a false assumption that “only women can 
mentor women” (Nelson & Rogers, 2003: 1). Research shows that women’s interest, 
belonging and perceived success in educational leadership roles is lowered because 
of the exposure to the stereotypical male role model in that field (Hermann et al., 
2016). Actually, women are inspired when they find other women holding key 
executive positions or succeeding in vocations that are deemed as careers not 
intended for women (Lockwood, 2006).   
 
Mentoring and coaching may not be a panacea that may cure all the challenges that 
women educational leaders face but there are numerous positive outcomes when 
these are used as part of district-based development programmes (Archard, 2012).   
The analytic framework that underpins this study, feminism and intersectionality 
theory, will be discussed in the following section. 
 
2.8 Theoretical Framework 
 
A subject as expansive as women is best viewed from a multidimensional 
perspective (Narsee, 2006). Just like the ‘blueprint’ of a house, a theoretical 
framework is the foundation of a study providing the structure to define how a 
researcher will epistemologically, philosophically, analytically, and methodologically 
approach the inquiry (Osanloo & Grant, 2016: 12). 
 
The use of both intersectionality theory with feminist theory as analytical lenses 
enabled a deeper and more contextualised understanding of the experiences of and 
challenges faced by women in their senior leadership roles at education district 
offices (Mestry, 2014). The theories will also offer the opportunity to explore the ways 
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in which women negotiate their use of agency to overcome these challenges 
(Mestry, 2014). 
 
2.8.1 Intersectionality Theory 
 
People are made up of many parts - gender, religion, nationality, skin colour, 
phenotype, education, race, ability, sexuality, culture, age, generation, 
socioeconomic status, biology, language, sex; as we are actually more than the sum 
of the total of these separate axes or categories (Lanehart, 2009). The multiplicative 
intersects, not additive, of all that makes who we are illustrated in Figure 2.2. 
According to Lanehart (2009), just the intersection of three axes of race, class and 
gender makes a multitude of complexities when examining their impact and 
influence on each other and the total person in social and cultural circumstances. 
Intersectionality analyses how ‘cultural and social axes interweave’ examining 
relationships between gender, class, race, ethnicity, sexuality and nationality on 
multiple levels expounding various inequalities that exist in society (Knudsen, 2006 
cited in Lanehart, 2009: 2). The intersectionality theory provides the suppleness to 
work within this matrix of domination that reveals cumbersome levels of social 
systems of intersecting oppression (Schmidt & Mestry, 2014; Collins, 2000).   
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Figure 2.2: Diversity and Intersectionality with multiplicative intersects 
(Lanehart, 2009) 
 
While most sociological theories focus on one variable at a time, the intersectional 
approach focuses on the “interactions between multiple axes of identity and multiple 
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dimensions of social organization at the same time”, viewing women in different 
social locations with the complexity of their varied experiences, all the while 
remaining committed to social justice (McCann & Kim, 2013: 366). From a women’s 
point of view, the intersectionality theory advocates the view that women experience 
oppression in varying configurations and degrees of intensity (Ritzer & Ryan, 2010).   
 
In this study, women in the education district will be the unit of analysis with the view 
to understanding how they experience work and the opportunity to progress towards 
leadership positions within their work contexts. These successful senior leaders are 
observed in the way they go about leading and managing in district offices on a day-
to-day basis, and how they address related challenges. Intersectionality theory will 
allow for an understanding of the culture of discrimination in the workplace against 
women and how it interacts at different levels (Collins, 2000). 
 
Intersectionality theory, which theorises identity and oppression, is seen as a form 
of intellectual feminist analysis (Schmidt & Mestry, 2014). Intersectionality, which 
gained prominence in the 1990s when ‘black feminism’ was integrated into a 
complex research, provides an understanding of the complexity of people and 
human experiences (Collins & Bilge, 2016; Lanehart, 2009). Women’s personal, 
social and work life’s events and conditions can rarely be understood by just a single 
factor or axis because practically many factors shape them in diverse and mutually 
influencing ways (Lanehart, 2009). In terms of the social ills of patriarchy, 
stereotypes and social injustices towards women, the organisation of power and 
women’s lives within a particular community is made clearer when each social 
division of race, gender, age, citizenship, class, education level or skill are brought 
together as multiple factors that work together and influence each other (Collins & 
Bilge, 2016).   
 
Intersectionality helps in examining how the intersecting power relations of class, 
gender, sexuality, race and nationality on multiple levels shape the workplace 
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(education district offices) (Collins & Bilge, 2016; Lanehart, 2009). These categories 
or axes are not independent of one another but are interconnected oppressions 
manifesting a variety of discriminations against women leaders (Lanehart, 2009). An 
example of race and gender would be that while women are discriminated against 
by men and feminist thought portraying the lives of white middle-class women who 
may be only concerned about working outside their homes, black women, on the 
other hand, are concerned with actually having a choice to not work outside their 
home (Lanehart, 2009). From a feminist ideal, black woman face racism and sexism 
on a daily basis but have to also face classism from their white ‘allies’ (Collins, 2000). 
This concept helps to account for the complexity of the black woman’s lived 
experiences, recognising that race, class, and gender are markers of power creating 
intersecting lines or axes used to reinforce power relations and forms of oppression 
(Collins, 2000).   
 
Intersectionality recognises that for many women of colour, their feminist efforts can 
be efforts grouped against racism, classism, and other threats to them achieving 
equality and social justice (Samuels & Ross-Sheriff, 2008). Women are whole 
beings who each experience their womanhood differently as not all are made 
powerless through their oppression. The fact is that most experience these various 
interlocking oppressions differently, in varied contexts (education districts as women 
leaders), dealing with them differently, and yet leading fulfilling lives (Samuels & 
Ross-Sheriff, 2008). 
 
Women in South Africa experience discrimination in a variety of forms and degrees 
but by far, black women (district leaders) face the severest forms (Samuels & Ross-
Sheriff, 2008). Knowing that black women live in racist societies may not be enough 
to describe their experiences, but rather knowing their background, ethnicity, 
generation, cultural traditions, education levels, families, class, sexual orientation, 
and so forth are equally important to understand their challenges (especially as 
senior leaders) (Lanehart, 2009). This theory serves a useful purpose by acting as 
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a catalyst for equity in the workplace (education district), and promoting social justice 
(Schmidt & Mestry, 2014). Women in general, especially those most affected by 
patriarchy, are able to voice their challenges out the Western mainstream in a more 
holistic way through intersectionality (Schmidt & Mestry, 2014).   
 
According to McCall, (2008) there are three distinct approaches to studying and 
understanding intersectionality: 
 
Anticategorical complexity as it is based on a methodology that deconstructs 
analytical categories. These arbitrary divisions based on history and language, 
contribute little understanding of the ways in which people experience society.  
Considering gender, as an example, what used to be men and women has now 
developed into countless genders, and not two sexes but five (Lanehart, 2009); 
 
Intercategorical complexity divides relationships of inequality into analytical 
categories from among already constituted social groups, taking these relationships 
as the focus of analysis. This approach minimises complexity even though the focus 
is on complexities across analytical categories, not within a single social grop or 
single categories. Studies articulating disparities in health or income amongst 
different ethnic groups of women would be viewed as intercategorical complexity 
(Mehrotra, 2010).  
 
Intracatergorical complexity starts with a single social group (intersectional core) 
moving outwardly to analyse the influence of other factors such as gender, race,and  
class. It is therefore a hybrid of both the anticategorical and intercategorical 
categories. Mehrotra (2010) argues that intracategorical approaches is used in 
narratives and single-case examples, and have been used in qualitative research 
dealing with marginalised groups such as women. 
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Patricia Hills Collins’ intersectional approach systematises the ‘big three 
oppressions’ of gender, race and class as functioning within the social, economic 
and political contexts, organised through a matrix of domination related to the 
structural, disciplinary, hegemonic and interpersonal domains of power (Anthias, 
2013). While the majority of intersectional research also focuses these three 
oppressions, few added identities of age, religion, sexual orientation, nationality and 
ability (Mehrotra, 2010). Viewing the layers and levels of oppression and privileges 
collectively allows us to appreciate fully the unique and diverse experiences of 
women as whole individuals in a variety of roles and identities (Samuels & Ross-
Sheriff, 2008). Discrimination against women senior leaders in the district offices can 
often be nuanced and subtle, or blatant and harsh through their daily interactions 
with others (Mestry & Schmidt, 2012). Once the experiences of women leaders are 
explored, the types of challenges that women leaders face will be established. These 
will be presented as themes for purposes of exploring the ways in which women 
leaders face domination and shape resistance using individual agency (Collins, 
2000). 
 
Collins (2000) asserts that change can prevail through women’s agency and firm 
resolve as they engage in critical reflection of their own situational circumstances 
and recognise their own victimisation. This reflection should be a view of how their 
(female) own thoughts and actions upholds another’s subordination (Collins, 2000).  
Schmidt and Mestry (2014) argues that whilst the structural and disciplinary domains 
of power are characteristically resistant to change, negotiation is more likely through 
individual agency within the domains of interpersonal relationships and hegemony 
located in the interstices of structure. 
 
The use of the intersectionality theory and feminism serves as an analytical lens to 
understand the situated complexity and the effect of the factors that complicate or 
delay professionalisation of women leadership in the education districts (Collins & 
Bilge, 2016; Mestry, 2014). Furthermore, due to the specific needs of women in 
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overcoming second-generation gender bias, intersectionality is seen as a 
multidimensional tool for analysing these complexities and how they negotiate 
multiple challenges in their multiple roles (Collins & Bilge, 2016; Ibarra et al., 2013; 
Mestry, 2014). 
 
Intersectionality is not without shortfalls. The following section will focus on the 
criticisms of intersectionality. 
 
2.8.1.1 Criticisms of Intersectionality 
 
While intersectionality may be the best means of exploring multidimensional and 
complex social divisions, there is the tendency to reduce all forms of difference to a 
‘list’ that intersect. This makes it impossible to attend analytically to this plurality 
(Anthias, 2013). There is also potentially an endless number of cross-cutting 
groupings such as black working class, lesbian, young, poor, rural and disabled that 
can be formed. 
 
The listing of sections may be treated as such without being constructed in social 
practice. Issues of power, social structure, class and political economy have been 
ignored (Anthias, 2013). Furthermore, there is the question of whether 
intersectionality has universal applicability or whether it applies only to groups that 
have been marginalised. Its robustness, ambiguity in meaning relating to its 
methodological usage, and use of black women as the universal intersectional 
subject is concerning (Schmidt & Mestry, 2014). Anthias (2013) argues that if 
intersectionality claims to understand social relations, it must aim to be more 
universally applicable. This limitation can be the theory’s strength as it is still 
emerging (Aguilar, 2012 in Schmidt & Mestry, 2014). 
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2.8.2 Feminism and Feminist Theory 
 
It is imperative to examine ways that gender is addressed in feminism and feminist 
theories. Feminism is a combination of several varied social theories, philosophies 
and political movements adopting a view on existing social and gendered relations 
(Peet & Hartwick, 2009). Situations and experiences of women in society is 
investigated by feminist theory, examining the origins, features and forms of gender 
equality that influence power dominations & gender politics (Ritzer & Ryan, 2010).   
 
Feminists argue that mainstream social and political theories characteristically 
engages in three ongoing processes: excluding, marginalising and trivialising 
women, and their accounts of social and political life (Qureshi, 2015). Originating in 
the 19th and 20th centuries as the first wave, and by 2012 reaching the fourth wave, 
feminism and feminist movements have paved a way for women to be politically, 
economically, personally and socially equal, without a ‘male point of view’ (Peet & 
Hartwick, 2009; Ritzer & Ryan, 2010). The focus of feminists are patriarchy, 
stereotyping, equal pay and oppression (Neuenfeldt, 2015). Feminist theorists’ 
critiques males and female differences by focusing on how race, class, ethnicity, and 
age intersect with gender (Samuels & Ross-Sheriff, 2008; Lanehart, 2009). 
 
Modern day feminist theory asserts that “all women are oppressed’ (Hooks, 
2015:145).  This argument implies that all women share a common lot without being 
affected by categories of class, race, qualification, religion, age, gender, sexual 
preference and so on. This assertion also suggests that these multitudes of 
categories do not create a variety of experiences to the extent to which sexism or 
traditional gender role stereotypes will be an oppressive force when it comes to the 
individual women’s lives (Hooks, 2015). This may be the reason why many women 
do not join organised resistance against sexism because for them it does not mean 
an absolute lack of choices. Whilst they feel that they are being discriminated against 
on the basis of sex, for them, it is not the same of oppression (Hooks, 2015). Being 
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relegated to the private sphere of their home, entering the public domain, they are 
still expected to fulfil household duties and child rearing (Peet & Hartwick, 2009). 
Theories of gender oppression best captures the circumstances women find 
themselves in due to the power relations between men and themselves. 
 
I will review three feminist theories, namely; the radical, socialist and cultural feminist 
theories focussing on gender and class. These theories also assisted in 
understanding the historical, social and cultural practices representing the gender 
relations. 
 
2.8.2.1 Radical Feminist Theory 
 
Radical feminism, also seen as ‘feminist fundamentalism’, is a philosophy developed 
in reaction to other feminist theories, which emphasise that women are an 
oppressed group and that their problems are political and not psychological 
(MacKay, 2015: 59; Grant, 2013). Radical theorists view violence against women as 
a form of social dominance of men over women and as a form of social control 
(Mackay, 2015). These theorists proclaim that the violence against women is both a 
cause and a consequence of male superiority and “women inferiority”, a symptom 
of patriarchy (MacKay, 2015: 11). 
 
It is important to address and challenge patriarchy as part of the feminists’ struggle 
to curtail and end any form of violence against women. Women are dominated by 
men in both their personal and public lives. The patriarchal system benefits men as 
it divides rights and power according to gender. Radical feminism promotes women-
only space and women-only political organising, viewing violence as the cornerstone 
of their oppression, sometimes being labelled as a ‘cult of women’ (MacKay, 2015: 
62). It resists any political and social institutions that are even remotely connected 
with patriarchy and consequently, supports any cultural interventions that challenge 
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patriarchy. However, I disagree with the view of ‘women-only’ agenda as it divides 
the home, society and the work organisation. 
 
Radical feminists see themselves as equals to men as they seek their own identity 
as unique and separate human beings (Naidoo & Perumal, 2014). They argue that 
when women are oppressed, they are never recognised. In response to their 
oppressed state, radical feminists aim to confront patriarchy and the stereotypes of 
gendered roles in society (Naidoo, 2013). They believe that patriarchy can be 
overcome through their own values and strength by building on a network of women 
to oppose oppression in both personal and public domains (Eagleton, 2014). Based 
on a shared oppression, radical feminists proclaim the idea of sisterhood, which 
started a movement uniting many women towards a struggle to liberate women 
(Naidoo, 2013).   
 
Radical feminists, in their struggle to liberate women, bring out qualities of resilience, 
and tenaciousness, which are forms of agency in the workplace. These qualities are 
important for women leaders as they struggle to counter stereotypes in the education 
district office. 
 
2.8.2.2 Socialist Feminist Theory 
 
Socialist feminism, contrary to radical feminism, discourages the thought that 
women’s oppression is caused by patriarchy. Anticipating much of current 
intersectionality by identifying multiple forms of domination, social feminists, refuse 
to rank their order of importance (Gordon, 2016). Socialist feminists align 
themselves more with Marxist feminists due to it being capitalist in nature (Haraway, 
2006). Both Marxist and socialist feminists aim at expanding the category of labour 
to accommodate what women did with lower salaries than men, but with a more 
comprehensive view of labour under a capitalist patriarchy (Haraway, 2006). 
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Socialist feminist view the working class as exploited due to the capitalist approach 
of production (Eagleton, 2014). Social feminism sees this exploitation of class as 
extending to gender, and argue that even though not all women experience 
oppression in the same way, these women joined forces because they view the 
world in a similar way (Eagleton, 2014). Earlier in the nineteenth century, women left 
the domain of their private households to work in factories with restricted job-types, 
because they rarely entered political, economic or public social life (Naidoo & 
Perumal, 2014). Their participation was made more difficult and restricted due to 
factory legislation and minimum wages. These restrictions and laws were 
expressions of the oppressions women experienced. 
 
According to Bryson (2016), socialist feminism aims to combat socio-economic 
inequalities and strives to locate feminism within wider movements for economic 
transformation and social justice. During the late nineteenth century, men still held 
formal power in the family and women were still excluded from the public domain.  
As women found it difficult to earn their own living, they got married out of ‘economic 
necessity’, and became increasingly dependent on their husbands for financial 
support (Bryson, 2016: 7).   
 
Women were prevented from owning property as their husbands, by law, could 
control their money and property. Single women could only be employed temporarily 
unless they got married (Naidoo, 2013). Very few women secured managerial 
positions or significant leadership roles in the workplace (Naidoo & Perumal, 2014). 
They struggled to seek parity since the 1970s as they believed that both patriarchy 
and capitalism were the main causes of oppression of women (Eagleton, 2014). 
Their struggle gave rise to both socialist feminism and radical feminism, which 
functioned alongside each other. Male dominance in the education districts still 
continues as a result of social norms created at home and in society. The strict 
implementation of government laws promoting women to senior leadership positions 
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in the education district offices and gender equality is important to promote the aims 
of socialist feminists and eradicate the male-female dominance complex. 
 
2.8.2.3 Cultural Feminist Theory 
 
Cultural feminism refers to practices that promote the idea that men and women are 
biologically different or socialised differently because of gender (Ghodsee, 2004).  
These differences go beyond race, class, age or ethnicity, and unites women into a 
common womanhood. Socialist and radical feminists strive to liberate women by 
advocating a complete societal change, cultural feminism aims to satisfy the special 
needs of women within their status quo (Ghodsee, 2004). This implies that cultural 
feminists aim to find solutions on how the worst effects of patriarchy can be 
negotiated, without really challenging the social or economic relations that supports 
patriarchy. 
 
Cultural feminist theory supports cultural differences because it is of the view that 
attributes such as child-rearing and domestic care, promote a more caring view 
globally (Naidoo, 2013). Values such as cooperation, caring and non-violence, are 
seen by cultural feminists, as the ‘ethics-based’ positive qualities that aid women in 
their leadership roles during conflict resolution (Qureshi, 2015: 639). These 
communal values of being gentle, working well with people, being sensitive and a 
more stable emotional reaction to crisis situations are more beneficial to society and 
in the workplace, when they fill the role of leaders (Eagleton, 2014). The argument 
of cultural feminists is that when women are confined to the household, society will 
not benefit from their ethics-based values, especially when they are in leadership 
positions (Naidoo, 2013). 
 
 
 
104 
 
2.9 Summary 
 
The literature review revealed the knowledge base on women leadership in the 
education districts in South Africa, and the types of challenges women leaders face.  
The purpose, essentially, was to establish a body of knowledge that exists on 
specific topics such as women leaders particularly in education districts. The 
purpose was also to analyse how women district senior leaders negotiate challenges 
in their senior positions after navigating their career trajectories amidst poor socio-
economic contexts. Due to limited research in education districts, challenges and 
barriers of school leaders, was often cited as experiences within the local and 
international arena.  
 
Women in senior education leadership positions are undeniably underrepresented. 
Men are still four times more likely to be appointed in the most senior positions in 
education districts (Robinson, Shakeshaft, Grogan & Newcomb, 2017). Government 
legislation ensures that women are no longer side-lined for top positions as the 
Education Department is forced to appointed women in strategic positions (Chisholm 
& September, 2005; Republic of South Africa, 1998a). However, implementation of 
these policies are below par. Women do succeed in achieving top positions in 
education in times of crisis and not success - this is known as the ‘glass cliff’ 
(Bruckmüller & Branscombe, 2010: 434). This happens when women are forced to 
take any top position that is available or they are prepared to accept the challenge 
that men would not accept (Haslam & Ryan, 2008). Successful women in the 
education districts face difficulties securing these positions and when appointed, 
face entrenched stereotypes and the androcentric workplace culture, which make it 
difficult to negotiate (Hegarty & Buechel, 2006; Leaper & Friedman, 2007).   
 
The patriarchal system at home and in society, has created the male-superiority 
complex. This has led to women finding it challenging to balance their work life as 
senior leaders with their family life (Ellemers, 2018, Mani, 2013). Women leaders 
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appointed to senior positions are often not prepared for these roles, which is 
compounded by inadequate induction programmes or mentoring. Networking with 
other women leaders is also curtailed due to the low representation of women in 
such high positions.  
 
While progress is being made in supporting women leaders through networking, 
mentoring or coaching, through male dominated structures and processes, these 
areas still need attention. It is found also that women’s use of agency through their 
qualities of resilience and tenacity has given them opportunities that they would 
rarely experience (Hanmer & Klugman, 2016). The underexplored areas were 
identified as these women leaders detail their present experiences and day-to-day 
challenges in the education districts. The intersectionality theory and feminist 
theories is used as the theoretical framework underpinning this study. 
 
Cubillo and Brown’s (2003) conclusion of women’s underrepresentation in senior 
leadership posts also correlates with the literature, as it is a matter of concern.  The 
experiences of women senior leaders using different leadership styles was also 
explored and discussed. The areas of professionalising of women leadership in the 
education district and professional learning communities may be areas for new 
research. Women experience a myriad of challenges in their leadership roles. To 
show what the actual experiences of the women senior district leaders and the 
means of extracting this data, is the focus of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE - RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1 Introduction  
 
The literature review in Chapter Two forms the basis for the empirical study. This 
chapter deals with the selection of a suitable research design and the research 
methodology to address the research problem, in a simple and unbiased manner, 
thereby sufficiently narrowing the study (Yin, 2018). Research design, the structure 
of the enquiry, is a logical task that is used to ensure that the data collection serves 
to answer the research questions or to test theories as unequivocally as possible 
(De Vaus, 2001). The research question is: What are the experiences of females in 
their leadership role in education district offices?   
 
Women senior leaders in the Gauteng East Education District office were selected 
as participants for this research. The research design and methodology, their 
significance and challenges, and how the empirical study was conducted, will now 
be explored. The discussion begins with a description of the research design. 
 
3.2 Purpose of the Study 
 
The identification of the research questions and other motivation for choosing a case 
study was the focus during the planning stage, including choosing the case study 
method, understanding its limitations and strengths (Yin, 2015). Designing the 
research problem has to be one of the most important aspects in a research study.  
In this regard, each case study should be preceded by a comprehensive literature 
review and carefully thought out research questions and aims. 
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3.3 Research Design 
 
3.3.1  Introduction 
 
Every empirical study has an implicit research design, if not explicit (Yin, 2015).    
Viewed from a simple approach, the research design is the ‘blueprint’ of one’s 
research, the logical sequence followed to connect the empirical data collected to 
the initial research questions and aims, and consequently, to its findings and 
conclusions (Yin, 2018; Yin, 2009). The issues of sampling, method of the collection 
of data such as a questionnaire, observation, document analysis and so on, or 
design of questions are secondary to the issue of ‘what evidence do I need to 
collect?’ (De Vaus, 2001: 9). To get the best possible responses to the research 
questions and sub-questions, the choice of the research design for this research 
was an important decision. It must also be noted that research needs to be 
structured in a way that the evidence bears on alternative explanations, allowing the 
researcher to identify which of the explanations is empirically most compelling, even 
disproving a chosen theory (De Vaus, 2001).  
 
The research design that was considered most appropriate for exploring the 
experiences of women senior leaders in the education district is the mixed-methods 
case study, with a concurrent triangulation strategy, using both qualitative and 
quantitative data. According to Stake (2006: 8), whilst the emphasis in a case study 
is on the specific and the situational, the terms “case” and “study” defy a proper 
definition, and all researchers do not agree on its common definition. Cases are quite 
special they may be a noun, a thing or even an entity; seldom is it a verb, a participle, 
a functioning (Stake, 2006). The relevance, merits and limitations of mixed-methods 
case study for this research were considered. 
 
A case study as a research strategy is a method that is comprehensive and includes 
the rationality of design, data gathering techniques, and definite approaches to data 
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analysis (Yin, 2018). Yin (2002: 13) elaborates on the ‘logic of design’ by stating that 
a case study is an investigational inquiry that examines a present-day phenomenon 
(the case) in detail within a real-life setting, particularly when the borders between 
the phenomenon and the context are not clearly evident. For this reason, the case 
study provided an in-depth exploration of the experiences of women senior district 
leaders, within the historical, social, cultural, political and socio-economic realms of 
the Gauteng East Education District (Naicker, 2014; Creswell, 2009). Stake (2006: 
83) states that a thick description and close-up reality of the women district senior 
leaders during their daily interactions were the result of using a case study. This 
mixed-methods case study was an exploration of the women district senior leaders’ 
experiences over time through data collection involving multiple sources of 
information and rich in context (Ivankova, Creswell & Stick, 2006). 
 
A mixed-methods approach requires the researcher to collect and analyse both 
qualitative and quantitative data within a single study (Creswell & Creswell, 2013). 
All methods have their own limitations (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). The rationale 
for using mixed-methods was that neither quantitative nor qualitative methods were 
sufficient by themselves with “complementary strengths and non-overlapping 
weaknesses” to capture the details and trends in a particular context, and to an 
extent, overcome individual limitations of each method (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 
2004: 771; Ivankova et al., 2006; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 
2009: 35).     
 
Using mixed-methods, allows a researcher to gain insight into the types of 
challenges faced by women district senior leaders together with strategies that they 
use to negotiate these challenges. The views of school principals and district 
management team members, through a survey questionnaire, provided insight from 
their perspectives concerning challenges faced by women senior leaders showing 
asymmetric power relationships as in the case of the “experiences of marginalized 
groups such as women” (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009: 87). The strategy of inquiry 
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that directed the mixed methods design in the collection, analysis and mixing of the 
qualitative and quantitative was the concurrent triangulation design strategy (Taylor, 
2017; Creswell & Clark, 2017).   
 
MIXED-METHODS CASE STUDY 
CONCURRENT TRIANGULATION DESIGN VISUAL MODEL 
 
Procedure         Product  Procedure             Product 
Survey         Numeric   Semi            Text Data 
            Data   structured              
          interviews 
           
           
           
 
          Statistical         Test   Coding              Codes 
          Analysis          Statistic  Thematic             Themes 
          SEM       Analysis             Grounded  
           Theory 
       
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.1: Concurrent triangulation mixed method design (Creswell, 2009) 
 
Data was collected concurrently using both the quantitative and qualitative methods, 
analysed independently, and then compared the outcomes to check if the findings 
ratify or disconfirm each other as shown in Figure 3.1 (Creswell, 2009). Qualitative 
data collection of semi- structured interviews was predominantly used (Creswell, 
2009). A semi-structured questionnaire was used as the quantitative data collection 
method resulted in numeric data, while semi-structured individual and focus group 
interviews were used to collect data qualitatively, resulting in text data. The 
110 
 
questionnaire results followed statistical analysis with test statistics and the 
interviews were coded, emerging with themes and sub-themes. Both results, as 
shown in Figure 3.1, were compared arriving at a composite model or grouped 
findings, ensuring triangulation. 
 
The quantitative collection was conducted concomitantly with a small sample size 
resulting in numeric data, followed by statistical analysis, to add richness to the study 
and to triangulate data. In Figure 3.2, the graphical representation of the three major 
research types in a mixed methods study show that this inquiry on women district 
senior leaders is skewed to the left and is depicted as being qualitative dominant, 
indicated as QUAL+quan exploration (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner, 2007). It is 
the type of a diversified research in which the researcher relies on a qualitative 
constructivist-poststructuralist-critical view of the research process, while the 
quantitative data is likely to enrich most explorative projects (Johnson et al., 2007).  
The two databases were then analysed separately and merged using a ‘side-by-
side’ comparison, and finally, interpreted in a written discussion (Creswell, 2009: 
222). Both quantitative validity (e.g. construct) and qualitative validity (e.g. 
triangulation) using this concurrent approach were established (Creswell, 2009).   
 
Figure 3.2:  Graphic of the Three Major Research Paradigms, Including Sub-
types of Mixed Methods Research (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner, 2007) 
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If a study has a greater quantitative sample with only a small qualitative sample, 
then it is quantitative dominant, as shown in Figure 3.2. A pure, mixed method, is 
when the two data collection methods share equal status. Yin (2018) contends that 
it is important to triangulate data using a multitude of sources of evidence (Figure 
3.2). Triangulation, the process when a multitude of sources of data collection is 
used to support and confirm the different sources’ findings and a major strength of 
case study data collection, was one of the reasons behind the small sample of 
quantitative data in this research (Mouton, 1998; Yin, 2015).  
 
As a descriptive case study, I investigated what the experiences of women district 
senior leaders were by providing a rich description of the experiences at their 
workplace in accordance with the research questions and sub-questions. The 
descriptive case study’s purpose is to describe a phenomenon within a real-world 
situation (Yin, 2018). If a case study attempts to answer a “what” question in the 
form of “how many” or “to what extent” line of inquiry or as in the case of this study, 
“what are the experiences of …”, then it has the purpose of describing an occurrence 
or prevalence of certain phenomena (Yin, 2018: 350; Swanborn, 2010). 
 
Due to the multiple data sources, a case study enabled me to research the women 
experiences in a more comprehensive manner by observing them in practice, 
interviewing them, and soliciting views from schools and other district staff 
(Swanborn, 2010). Swanborn (2010: 155) and McCall (2008) supports the holistic 
explanation and description that case studies offer indicating that is has the features 
of being “descriptive and holistic”, as many feminists integrate the intersectionality 
theory with the case study method to identify new or invisible groups. At the 
intersection of multiple categories, the differences and complexities of experiences 
of women senior leaders are uncovered within a specific context, in this case: the 
education district office (McCall, 2008). This is also relevant to my study as I used 
the feminist and intersectionality theory as my theoretical framework. 
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Yazan (2015) contend that a qualitative case study is an intensive, holistic 
description and analysis of a bounded phenomenon. Yazan (2015) argues that this 
case study has three distinct qualities: it is particularistic as it centres on a particular 
phenomenon, the women district senior leader; it is descriptive as it yields a rich, 
thick description of their experiences as leaders; and it is heuristic as it follows a 
plan to collect data about their experiences of women leaders in the education 
district office. I therefore, argue that using the mixed-methods case study design for 
my investigation undoubtedly produced rich descriptions and a clearer 
understanding which other methods may not have been able to provide (Yin, 2018). 
 
3.3.2 Female Senior Leaders as the ‘Case’ 
 
For epistemological reasoning, it was important to distinguish what the case is and 
what it is not (Stake, 2006). According to Yazan (2015: 139), the defining feature of 
any case study is the definition and delimitation of the ‘case’, in which the case is 
seen as a thing, a single entity or a unit surrounded by boundaries, which can be a 
person, a programme or a group, as long as research scholars are able to draw its 
boundaries and ‘fence in’ what they are inquiring about. It is the main unit of inquiry 
(Yin, 2018). The main unit in this inquiry was women senior leaders, the “bounded 
entity’ (Yin, 2018; Yazan, 2015: 139). The clear boundaries is the Gauteng East 
Education District, which includes the district office where they are based and 
operate from, together with the domain of all the schools they function within 
(Creswell, 2015). Hence, I was able to ‘fence in’ and explore the experiences of 
these women district senior leaders as the phenomenon in the bounded context of 
the Gauteng East Education District (Yazan, 2015: 139). 
 
Merriam and Tisdell (2015) contend that a case must be intrinsically bounded and a 
technique to gauge the ‘boundedness’ of a topic is to check whether data collection 
would be limited with a limited quantity of persons who are to be interviewed or 
surveyed during a fixed time. This inquiry of the women senior leaders within the 
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Gauteng East Education District meets the requirements for ‘boundedness’ as the 
number of candidates, including groups, from which evidence may be sourced is 
limited (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Interviews and observation of participants in the 
real-life context at the workplace took place during a fixed period of four years. 
 
3.3.3 Case Study Design Type 
 
In this descriptive study, a single-case design was used, the single-case unit of 
analysis being ‘women senior leaders’ (Stake, 2006; Yin, 2018). Descriptive case 
study, in narrative form, presents a comprehensive and complete account of a 
phenomenon within a specified context that are not coaxed towards predetermined 
generalisations (Zainal, 2007; Bassey, 2000). Descriptive case studies begin with a 
descriptive theory that would support the description of the phenomenon (Stake, 
2006). Case studies are not intended to create general hypotheses but to expand 
and generalise theories or analytical generalisations, making the theory clearer (Yin, 
2018). The aim of analytical generalisations is not to contribute to abstract theory 
building but still to make concrete generalisations. This may be based on either 
corroborating, modifying, rejecting or advancing theoretical concepts referenced 
during the design stage, or new concepts get formed when concluding the case 
study. Merriam and Tisdell (2015: 39) support the use of descriptive case studies as 
the product is richly descriptive, in which words and pictures depict the outcomes 
about a phenomenon. Descriptions about the context of the education district office, 
the participants (women district senior leaders) and activities together with quotes 
from documents, field notes, observations, interviews, videotape excerpts, and 
electronic communication are included to support the findings (Merrriam & Tisdell, 
2015). Such data can be used as a platform for future comparison and theory 
building. 
 
Three types of case studies are described, namley; the intrinsic, the instrumental 
and the collective (Zainal, 2007; Stake, 2006). A collective case study is one in which 
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I gathered and coordinated data from different sources. The second type, an 
instrumental type, is one in which I selected a small group of subjects to explore and 
examine patterns of behavior. In the third type of case study, an instrinsic one, I 
examined the case for the sake of the case. Unlike intrinsic case studies which set 
to solve the specific problem of a single case, instrumental and collective case 
studies allowed for generalisation of findings to a greater population (Zainal, 2007). 
This study followed the purpose of the intrinsic case study type due to my intrinsic 
interest in exploring and learning from the case. The type of case study chosen 
influenced the research methodology. For instance, in this intrinsic case study, such 
as the experiences of women senior leaders of an education district, the case was 
considered central to the study, whereas in an instrumental case study, the issue is 
the focus (Zainal, 2007; Stake, 2006). My particular case study was about prompting 
and exploring the experiences of women leadership as seniors with a view to 
providing a complete description of what occurs during the time of exploration. My 
investigation led to a wealth of discoveries within the bounded arena of the education 
district. 
 
3.3.4 Use of Theory in Design Work 
 
Theoretical concepts or principles that are relevant, are necessary to guide the 
investigation’s design and data gathering processes, and the opportunity to shed 
empirical light on them (Yin, 2018). During the literature review, theory was explored 
to develop the research questions, to enhance the study design, distinguish between 
data that should be collected and which should be ignored, to guide and propose 
strategies that could be used for data analysis, and to generalise about findings that 
could lead to broader theory (Naicker, 2014). During the start of the research, 
theoretical proposals were made. This case has special meaning because of the 
challenges women face to get to senior positions in the education districts and the 
challenges to be effective in those positions.  
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For these reasons, the ‘’what’, “how”, “why”, “who” and “where” acted as direction-
posts to guide the study during the theoretical build-up (Yin 2018: 40). Literature also 
showed that policies and system changes are not enough to effect mindset change 
in the workplace and at home, as these are entrenched stereotypes and difficult to 
uproot (Leaper & Friedman, 2007; Rosener, 2011; Sandberg, 2015; Mestry & 
Schmidt, 2012; Moorosi, 2010). Based on my theoretical findings and the limitations 
that follow, I argue that for improving the conditions for women leaders in education 
districts, an understanding of the current conditions through this research is 
necessary. 
 
3.3.5 Limitations of Case Study 
 
Alertness and knowledge of the limitations of the design allows me to seek a method 
of overcoming them (Yin, 2018). The first awareness would be to learn to integrate 
real-world events with the needs of one’s data collection plan (Yin, 2018). Unlike 
other methods, with this form of inquiry, the researcher cannot control the data 
collection environment. In this study, it was important for me to make visits to the 
district office more often, to experience, first hand, women leaders functioning on a 
daily basis. This included unofficial observations that were made during the period 
of permission from the Gauteng Department of Education. 
 
Case studies are time consuming and the data collected through various forms of 
collection can be rather overwhelming (Stake, 2006). I had to avoid collecting too 
much or too little data (Yin, 2018). I was fortunate that my research questions kept 
me on focus. Yin (2018) cautions about the need for greater rigor in doing case study 
research, as researchers tend to become sloppy, not following systematic 
procedures or allow vague evidence to influence the direction of the findings. I had 
to guard against this. 
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3.4 Research Methods 
 
3.4.1  Introduction  
 
Many researchers view research methods as theoretical tools that are different from 
the conceptual frameworks that develop into research questions (Lune & Berg, 
2016). Research methods refer to a range of strategies and procedures that a 
researcher uses to collect data, which include an experiment, a survey, a history or 
an analysis of archival records (Yin, 2018). The purpose of this research 
methodology was to analyse the research methods to be used by weighing the 
advantages and disadvantages, for a better understanding of the subjects (women 
district senior leaders) to be investigated (Al Kilanii & Kobziev, 2016). 
 
Both the qualitative and quantitative research methods were used in this case study.  
Whilst the qualitative method produced categorical or narrative data, the quantitative 
method produced numeric data (Yin, 2018). The qualitative approach to the study’s 
objectives would yield educationally important findings. On the other hand, using 
qualitative data may assume a different, relativist or interpretivist orientation in that 
the case is presented from the participants’ varied perspective and meanings, but 
still generates its own design, data collection steps and techniques for analysis (Yin, 
2018; Al Kilanii & Kobziev, 2016). Using a variety of data collection methods enabled 
for a more holistic approach to the study of women senior leaders’ experiences 
(Swanborn, 2010).   
 
Qualitative research explored and furthered the understanding of the meaning that 
people ascribe to a social or human problem namely; women leadership (Al Kilanii 
& Kobziev, 2016). It involved emerging questions and procedures to collect data in 
a setting of the participants, analysis of data broken up into themes and deductions 
and interpretations of the meaning of the data (Creswell, 2009). The emerging report 
is flexible and those pursuing such an approach favours an inductive style, a focus 
117 
 
of separate meaning, and the necessity of viewing the intricacy of a context 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2013). The qualitative methods used by myself included 
individual and focused group interviews. By using focus group interviews, as an 
innovative and evolving strategy for gathering ‘difficult-to-obtain’ information and 
functions to converge data from other sources, as it strengthens the findings and 
understanding of the case (Lune & Berg, 2016: 105). A discussion of each of these 
methods follows, commencing with interviews. 
 
3.4.2 Interviews 
 
An important aspect of qualitative data gathering was through interviews, which were 
conducted to gather information to the research question and sub-questions by 
means of verbal communication. Interview schedules or protocols were developed, 
which played the function of organising a flow of proceedings during interviews, 
comprising questions to be posed during the individual and focus-group interviews 
(Creswell, 2014; Creswell, 2015). The interview schedule was enhanced by 
consulting the advice of literary scholars and specialists from the University of 
Johannesburg (Creswell & Clark: 2011). 
 
Using the interview schedule, face-to-face individual and focus-group interviews, 
were conducted with the district director, deputy director, chief education specialists, 
circuit managers and IDSOs as well as groups of principals and district staff during 
2016 and 2018.  Semi-structured dialogues with individuals were employed as a 
common choice for emerging data from other data sources, as well as allowing for 
probing and clarification (Creswell & Clark, 2011). The individual interviews had six 
primary open-ended questions and the focus-group interviews had eleven. All 
women district senior leaders were asked the same questions in the same order, 
and to answer as comprehensively as possible (Qu & Dumay, 2011). The questions 
were designed to extract as meaningful answers as possible relevant to the women 
senior leadership experience. 
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Interviews are one of the most important sources of case study evidence, as they 
resemble guided conversations rather than structured queries (Yin, 2015). It is best 
to use interviews to gather evidence that cannot be solicited in any other way. In the 
qualitative individual interviews, personal one-on-one interviews were conducted 
with identified participants about their personal accounts as women leaders and the 
focus group interviews, which ranged between four to six persons, about being led 
by women district leaders (Creswell & Creswell, 2013). From an ethical point, all 
respondents had to provide their informed consent before participating in the 
interview (Hammond, 2005). Potential interviewees were verbally and telephonically 
asked if they were willing to participate in this study. An appointment schedule was 
developed indicating the dates, venues and times of all the interviews. Each 
interview took place at venues convenient to the participant and lasted between 45 
to 60 minutes. 
 
Participants were given the opportunity to share their experiences and viewpoints 
during the individual and focus-group interviews, relating to women senior 
leadership within the Gauteng East district. Research interviews were based on 
discussion about daily and professional life, and hence, a professional conversation 
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). It is an inter-view because both everyday knowledge 
and systematically tested knowledge is created during the inter-action between the 
inter-viewer and inter-viewee, and inter-change of views between two or more 
person conversing about a topic of common interest (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). 
 
People are interviewed to uncover things that we cannot directly observe, such as 
the experiences of women senior leaders of themselves or of others working with 
them, who can attest to their experiences - this was the motivation for the focus-
group interviews (Merriam, 2009). As I planned and directed the interviews to extract 
information about a related topic through questions, I controlled the proceedings of 
the interviews. 
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The eight individual interviews held with district senior leaders were with women.  
The eight comprised the district director, a chief education specialist equivalent to a 
deputy director, two circuit managers and four IDSOs. The two focus group 
interviewees were a group of school principals that reported to a women IDSO and 
a group of district staff that reported to a women circuit manager. The individual 
interviews began with open-ended questions regarding their background, leadership 
and management style, their experiences as a district leader, others’ perceptions of 
them, their challenges in balancing work and professional life and finally, how they 
could be supported in their roles.   
 
The focus-group interviews focussed on relating to a women leader, the strengths 
and weaknesses of their leader, the reaction of other colleagues towards their 
leader, and how to support their supervisor. As this study attempted to understand 
‘the world of human experience’, it is located within the interpretivist paradigm 
(Thanh & Thanh, 2015: 24). This paradigm allows researchers to view the world of 
women district senior leaders through the perceptions and experiences of the 
participants, by interpreting their understanding of the women leaders (Thanh & 
Thanh, 2015). 
 
The atmosphere during these semi-structured interviews were welcoming and 
relaxed, and I tried my best not to influence their responses by using pre-determined 
questions as a guide. Merriam (2009) details three forms of interviews: standardised, 
semi-structured or informal. The semi-structured format allowed me to 
spontaneously probe further with my original questions. Merriam (2009) states that 
probes are also questions that allows the interviewer to follow up on an idea that 
was already asked. It was important to allow each respondent to complete 
answering without interruption, so as not to disturb their train of thought. I had also 
prepared sub-questions as part of the interview protocol (schedule) under each of 
the main questions of the semi-structured interview format, which allowed me to 
complete a more detailed, thorough and exhaustive probe. 
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The process of interviews allowed respondents to make detailed statements and 
elaborate on their respective responses. According to Yin (2018), well-informed 
interviews are an essential foundation of information, which provides great insights 
into human affairs and actions, and at times provide shortcuts to the history of 
situations within a workplace. The interviews proved to be valuable to this inquiry 
due to a very positive response rate. As the interviewees had positively accepted to 
be interviewed, many of the interviews were conducted in a relatively short space of 
time. However, data collection processes also have certain setbacks. 
 
I was fortunate, being an active participant in the Gauteng East Education District, 
and working with most of the women district senior leaders, that respondents would 
not attempt to ‘’say things that I wanted to hear’’. However, there is always the 
possibility that interviewees could express feelings and thoughts that are not 
necessarily their exact responses, responding in the way they feel “they are 
expected to respond” (Vogt, Gardner & Haeffele, 2012). Yin (2018) expressed 
concern that at times, respondents may respond with a certain bias, poor recall, and 
poor or inaccurate articulation, or giving responses that may be socially acceptable. 
 
For this, it was important, at the outset, to make clear to the interviewees that first 
and most spontaneous response might be the best one, that their honesty was 
welcomed and that the interview contents was confidential. To strike a healthy 
balance between not leading responses and honesty was one that I had to be aware 
of by taking note of their body movements, facial expressions and voice regulation.  
The process of data collection through interviews is enduring. There is also the 
possibility of not recording everything or even remembering everything. I was 
fortunate that I was granted permission to audio-record each interview and therefore, 
was able to transcribe all possible responses. There is the odd occasion that a 
respondent recalls something or an idea later, for which they could discuss with me 
later.   
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As the respondents appeared to be relaxed, it seemed that the interview was a good 
way for them to share experiences and feelings that they would otherwise have kept 
within themselves. In fact, for most, it was a welcomed experience! Participants 
usually enjoy sharing their experience with a interviewer who appears to be an 
interested and sympathetic listener (Merriam, 2009). Once the data was collected 
through the interviews, it was transcribed separately in Microsoft Word as text 
segments and analysed. The transcribed data was given to three editors for 
checking whether all that was captured was, in fact, what was actually said and 
meant (Vogt et al., 2012). The checking of transcriptions improves the 
trustworthiness of the inquiry. Fortunately, there were no discrepancies in the 
transcripts. The transcription and editing phase initiated the start of the analysis of 
data collected. Content analysis was used in order to classify, summarise and 
tabulate data wherein coding played the key role. Having discussed the qualitative 
data collection process in the mixed methods design of this case study, focus will be 
on the quantitative method. The quantitative data collection method using 
questionnaires will now be elaborated upon in the next section of this chapter. 
 
3.4.3 Questionnaires 
 
This mixed-methods inquiry used a survey questionnaire for sourcing data using the 
quantitative method. The purpose of mixing the numerical trends from quantitative 
data with the in-depth details from qualitative data is to better understand the 
research problem (Taylor, 2017). The numerical trends gained from the quantitative 
survey covers a greater sample of the population (Taylor, 2017; Hanson et al., 2005).  
Questionnaires are useful to determine “what the interest item is in a certain pattern, 
obtain demographical information, and expose specific unelaborated opinions” 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2013: 71). The standardised questionnaire designed was used 
to solicit impressions and perceptions about the status of women as leaders within 
the Gauteng East Education District. The topics followed a similar path to those 
followed in the personal and focus-group interviews that emerged from the literature 
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review as indicated in Figure 3.3 as Section B to Section E. The questionnaire was 
given to the sample within the said district comprising all school principals and 
members of the district management team.   
 
 No. 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
following statements concerning FEMALE 
DISTRICT SENIOR LEADERS IN THE GAUTENG 
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B.  BACKGROUND, CULTURE, QUALIFICATIONS & EQUITY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
C.  LEADERSHIP STYLES & ROLES: DIRECTION & DEVELOPMENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
D.  BARRIERS & CHALLENGES WOMEN FACE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
E.  SUPPORT AND DEVELOPMENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
Figure 3.3: An extract of Section B to Section E of the questionnaire 
 
Questionnaires, in general, comprise of material that is usually conversed over 
during interviews (Lune & Berg, 2016). Since the human response to a survey 
questionnaire cannot deviate too far from the agenda set by the questions, the 
reliabity and validity is also relatively good (Yin, 2018). This is also the case because 
of the anonymity of the participants as they are able to respond without any 
hesitation. 
 
There were five sections in the structured questionnaire: section A to section E.  
Section A constituted the historical and personal data of the respondents and section 
B - E was classified into 4 parts: background, leadership, barriers and development. 
There were 33 questions, with the first section enquiring about background, cultural 
values, qualifications and equity. Section C focussed on leadership styles, abilities 
and preferences about leadership, while section D detailed the challenges that 
women face. The last part, section E, was about the type of support and 
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development that is needed to help women leaders. The questionnaire used a 7-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 - strongly disagree to 4 - neutral and 7 - strongly 
agree (refer to Annexure H). 
 
With traditional Likert scales, one is able to assess the mean rating score of each 
person, where the mean rating in the low range indicates that the respondents 
strongly disagree and where the mean rating is in the high range, indicates that they 
strongly agree (Lune & Berg, 2016). Likert scales can be used in most situations 
when the extent of agreement or disagreement measures the perceptions and 
beliefs of respondents.  
 
All the statements or questions in the questionnaire were closed-ended. These were 
largely prescriptive. The questionnaire did not take respondents very long to 
complete, an approximate time of about 15 minutes. This meant that the analysis of 
the results during coding was straightforward due to there being no open-ended 
questions. 
 
3.5 Validity and Reliability 
 
Whilst there are many different forms of validity and reliability, threats to them can 
never be removed completely but their effects can be attenuated using suitable 
instrumentation, sampling and fitting statistical data treatments (Cohen, Manion & 
Morrison, 2018). For a research to be reliable it must produce the same results when 
carried out again, and relies on the dependability, consistency and replicability over 
time, over instruments and over groups of respondents (Cohen et al., 2018).  Pallant 
(2013) contends that the two indicators of a scale’s reliability is the test-retest 
reliability and internal consistency. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was used as 
the measure of reliability as internal consistency and values of 0,7 and above being 
acceptable and reliable for a sample (Pallant, 2013). The alpha provides a coefficient 
of inter-item correlations, measuring the internal consistency among the items 
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(Cohen et al., 2018). The Cronbach values of this survey in section C were 0,848 
and 0,792. For this study, only content validity and construct validity were the focus. 
Content validity refers to the adequacy of an instrument to sufficiently measure the 
content of an instrument that it is expected to measure (Cohen et al., 2018; Pallant, 
2013). In this study, each of the constructs were interconnected with the qualitative 
interview protocol, and was extracted from the patterns and themes that emanated 
from the literature such as background and culture, leadership styles, challenges 
and development. These were covered in Sections B to E of the instrument. 
Construct validity involves testing an instrument against theoretically derived 
hypotheses regarding the nature the construct (Pallant, 2013). The 33 non-personal 
items were subjected to item and factor analysis. 
 
3.6 Sample Size 
 
The questionnaires were distributed to all principals and members of the district 
management team through a district official as well as the researcher. Simple 
random sampling was used to issue the questionnaires. Simple random sampling is 
the most basic form of sampling in which a sample is drawn by a procedure in which 
every possible sample has an equal opportunity of being selected (Johnson & 
Christensen, 2019). Since principals and district management team members work 
with women senior leaders on an ongoing basis, the decision was simple to make.   
They were filled in voluntarily and returned directly to me. A total of 54 questionnaires 
were returned out of 212 respondents surveyed, a retrieval of 25%. 
 
Using the mixed-methods approach has several implications for the decisions about 
an ‘adequate’ sample size for both the qualitative and quantitative data collection 
methods (Cohen et al., 2018). For a survey, having a larger sample helps one ‘to 
get away’ with violations of some of the other assumptions such as normality and 
helps with conclusions, generalisation and inferences (Pallant, 2013: 295; Hesse-
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Biber et al., 2011). Cohen et al. (2018) suggests a minimum sample of 30 to a 
maximum of 300. 
 
While “different methods have different strengths”, different sampling sizes and 
sampling strategies are used for different purposes (Morgan, 1998: 362; Cohen et 
al., 2018). Morgan (1998: 362) and Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2004: 770) argue that 
the principle of ‘complementarity’ of combining the strengths of the two methods may 
produce more than those same methods could offer individually. In this research, 
secondary quantitative method with a smaller sample in a qualitative study as the 
complementary method was used (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2004; Morgan, 1998). 
 
The purpose of a smaller quantitative study helps to evaluate and interpret results 
in a principally qualitative study, to add new strengths to the existing data. It further 
allows for the examination of different levels of a question with different insights, to 
increase confidence in inferences, to produce a more complete understanding of 
women senior leaders’ experience within the education district’s organisational 
culture, to allow for triangulation, and to enhance the validity of the results (Sykes, 
Schneider & Plank, 2012; Morgan, 1998; Yauch & Steudel, 2003). The purpose of 
the questionnaire, even with a small sample size (N = 54), was to consider the views 
of school principals and the small district management team (DMT) comprising of 
28 members (Gauteng Department of Education, 2015). Working with women district 
senior leaders on a daily basis, the views of principals and the DMT were relevant 
and pertinent to this study as they interact with their leadership styles and leadership 
roles continuously. 
 
3.6.1 Research Sample 
 
A sample is a group of participants from whom data is collected. The sample is 
usually chosen from a much bigger group of individuals known as the population. 
The sample in case studies can be taken at two levels, namely; during the choosing 
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of the case to be investigated and second, during the sampling, which represents a 
larger population (Yin, 2018). 
 
3.6.2 Case Selection 
 
The case was selected first as a group project under a common supervisor due to 
the many projects and investigations worldwide relating to women through the glass 
ceiling to secure top positions. These women are still disadvantaged due to the 
barriers faced at the workplace, including attempts to balance personal and 
professional life. Furthermore, most completed research was conducted amongst 
women as school leaders but not as leaders within an education district, a largely 
unresearched domain. A case study may be chosen due to ‘its very uniqueness’, as 
it may be able to reveal knowledge about a phenomenon within a unique context, 
under unique conditions, to which we would not otherwise have access (Merriam, 
2009). Knowledge about education districts is rare and thus, can illuminate practices 
within the education sector, and may be a source for further study. 
 
Studying women leaders in the education district context was indeed, unique. 
Unique cases brings alive an understanding and appreciation of the human condition 
(Merriam, 2009). 
 
3.6.3 Sampling Within the Case 
 
The main purpose of this inquiry was to investigate and describe the experiences of 
women senior leaders of an education district. Key participants included women 
senior district leaders as well as the various stakeholders involved in districts such 
as district staff and school principals of an education district. District staff included 
the district director, deputy directors, circuit managers, cluster leaders or IDSOs and 
subject facilitators. The population was drawn from the Gauteng East District, one 
of the fifteen districts within the Gauteng Provincial Education Department. The 
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Gauteng East Education District consists of 184 schools and 280 district staff 
personnel. The total population of the education district, which includes school 
personnel and the district office is 7029. The sample for the qualitative approach 
included eight women senior leaders, five principals and five district staff. The 
quantitative method included all 184 school principals of the Gauteng East 
Education District and members of the district management team comprising 28 staff 
members (DMT) making the total population of 212 for the quantitative survey. 
 
The qualitative data collection involved individual and focus group interviews with 
district officials and principals. Purposive sampling was employed for the focus-
group and individual interviews. In purposive sampling, the researcher lists the 
characteristic features of a population of interest and then attempts to find persons 
with such features (Johnson & Christensen, 2019). Purposive sampling is a non-
random process searching for persons with a set criterion. The researcher uses 
purposive sampling in a qualitative inquiry when there is a search to enrich data by 
identifying participants who would fulfil a particular type of criteria or experience or 
understanding to share, thereby providing greater insight into district’s women 
leadership (Macnee & McCabe, 2008). The researcher, in this design, groups one 
form of data within another, larger data collection procedure to analyse a variety of 
questions or levels of units in an organisation (Creswell, 2009). 
 
For the eight individual interviews, women leaders were selected based on the 
number of years appointed in a senior management position as this will provide for 
the more experienced senior leaders as well as those that have just been appointed 
as senior leaders for a spread of expertise and challenges faced. The eight 
interviews conducted with women district senior leaders included the district director, 
a deputy director, two circuit managers and four cluster leaders or IDSOs. It was 
envisaged that the experience of the senior leaders selected would provide more 
rich data about challenges they face and ways of overcoming them. The less 
experienced senior leaders might bring issues about induction, orientation and 
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mentorship to the data. The eight individuals were also chosen in terms of the rank 
or hierarchical position in the district chain.   
 
For the focus-group interview, it was important to select individuals that worked 
under the supervision of a women senior leader. This was necessary so that the 
group members could articulate responses about a woman senior leader. The first 
group was five principals reporting to a female IDSO and the second group was four 
district staff members reporting to a female circuit manager. Consent to conduct the 
interviews and survey was applied for from the Gauteng Department of Education.  
This permission was granted (See annexure B). 
 
3.7 Data Analysis 
 
Data analysis is viewed at the “classification and interpretation of literary or visual 
material” and making some meaning of it (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015: 195). In order to 
find answers to the research question, data analysis clarifies the collected data 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Data was analysed using the descriptive and thematic 
text analysis (Johnson & Christensen, 2019).   
 
Creswell & Creswell (2013) details four different forms of data analysis that could be 
used in a case study, namely; establishing patterns, direct interpretation, naturalistic 
generalisations and description of the case. Figure 3.4 shows six steps in the 
process of processing, analysing and interpreting qualitative raw data (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2013). Once the interview transcripts were checked, I ‘organised and 
prepared the data for analysis’ after reading and re-reading through all the 
transcripts and field notes made during observations, ‘familiarising’ myself with the 
data and apportioning it into significant analytical units (Creswell & Creswell, 2013; 
Silverman & Marvasti, 2008).  
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The Microsoft Word texted transcripts were prepared for exporting the data files. To 
convert the interview data into themes, coding from ‘recurring patterns’ in transcripts 
form thematic headings using a computer-aided qualitative data analysis system 
was done (Silverman & Marvasti, 2008; Woolf & Silver, 2017). The ATLAS.ti (8.0) 
software was employed as a tool to enable coding, analysis and interpretation of 
data (Woolf & Silver, 2017). During this inquiry, the data from the qualitative study 
was analysed, topics were identified, data was coded and conceptual categories 
formed.  These categories were classified into themes and sub-themes, and further 
contextualised in terms of the conceptual framework for a better understanding 
(Silverman & Marvasti, 2008; Woolf & Silver, 2017). The coding process yielded six 
main themes with 48 sub-themes. The sub-themes were further grouped. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.4: Adapted Qualitative Data Analysis steps (Creswell & Creswell, 2013: 
194) 
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Observation and document analysis also yielded field reports (Creswell & Creswell, 
2013). Document analysis included Human Resource recruitment policies of the 
Provincial Department of Education and circulars to schools. These processes 
ensured triangulation of data. A discussion of the themes, their interconnectedness 
between interviews and notes together with the field reports were then represented 
in a qualitative narrative (Creswell & Creswell, 2013). The last step in Creswell and 
Creswell’s (2013) data analysis is the interpretation of the findings or lessons learnt.  
Various other procedures were used to ensure that the findings were deemed 
reliable and valid. The quantitative data was analysed using the SPSS software.  
Different statistical tests were conducted including the t-test and variance analysis 
(ANOVA). Staff from the University of Johannesburg analysed the numerical data. 
 
3.8 Trustworthiness, Reliability and Validity 
 
In mixed research, trustworthiness or credibility, the quality of the inquiry, is ensured 
through the two concepts of reliability and validity (Johnson et al., 2007). The 
research findings and interpretations need to be an outcome of a systematic 
process, and the findings and interpretations must be trusted (Lincoln & Guba, 
2013). Every researcher wants to contribute knowledge to the field that is believable 
and trustworthy (Merriam, 2009). Merriam (2009) concludes that research is 
trustworthy when the tests for validity and reliability are conducted, as they measure 
outcomes. To maximise the quality of a descriptive case study design, Yin (2009) 
suggests the application of construct validity, external validity and reliability. 
 
Content validity refers to the instrument’s ability to measure what it purports to 
measure and therefore, the structured questionnaire used was authenticated by two 
authorities at the University of Johannesburg before they were distributed (Creswell, 
2015; Cargan, 2007). Furthermore, it was also developed from the literature 
readings that formed dimensions or themes (Creswell 2015; Creswell, 2003). 
Construct validity entails determining the correct operational measures for the 
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concept under investigation and was enhanced in this investigation by the use of 
multiple sources of evidence such as the district leadership, district staff and school 
principals (Yin, 2018). The validity of the study was further enhanced by the checking 
of the transcripts by two other editors so that what was captured was actually what 
was said and meant (Vogt et al., 2012). Triangulation of data is necessary as it 
perceives value in demonstrating rigour (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Triangulation 
addresses the issue of internal validity by using more than one method of data 
collection to answer a research question (Barbour, 2001). Different research 
methods such as direct participant observation, survey, individual and focus group 
interviews were used.  
 
The selection of senior district leaders with more than five years of experience in 
leadership roles at the district office was necessary to use their ‘experience’ to 
understand the research topic as well as provide rich responses (Conrad & Serlin, 
2005). This decision contributed in making the study both internally and externally 
valid as the interviews would “actually measure what it was intended to measure” 
and where “findings could be generalised” as they could be used in settings beyond 
this study (Conrad & Serlin, 2005: 412). 
 
Reliability, on the other hand, undertakes the role of prediction and indicates that 
repeated measurements by the same technique should produce similar results 
(Bajpai & Bajpai, 2014).  The question asked in determining reliability is whether a 
retest of the dependent variable produced similar scores. The statistical test of 
correlation coefficient can be used to confirm reliability findings (Bajpai & Bajpai, 
2014; Cargan, 2007). In order to ensure reliability, the procedures followed in the 
case were documented and a case study database was developed. During the 
inquiry, field notes were made to keep a track of his observations, feelings and 
decisions. The interviews were audio recorded. 
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These strategies contributed to validity and improving the rigour of the study. 
Research ethics form a valuable aspect of any study and will be discussed in the 
section to follow. 
 
3.9 Ethical Considerations 
 
Due to the sensitivity and controversial nature of the question under review and the 
responses on the participants, I was alert to the implications inherent in their 
disclosure of this information, and the impact it could have on their professional lives. 
Furthermore, I was aware of moral integrity as it is a vital aspect of ensuring that the 
research practices and outcomes are trustworthy and valid (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 
2011). A consideration of ethics needs to be an important aspect of the sub-structure 
of the research process from the commencement of your problem to the 
interpretation and publishing of the research findings. To this end, this study was 
conducted with an ethic of respect for the participant, knowledge, democratic values, 
the worth of educational research, and academic freedom (Creswell, 2009). 
 
Consent was obtained from the following institutions to carry out this study: The 
Ethics Committee of the University of Johannesburg (Annexure A), the Gauteng 
Department of Education (GDE) (Annexure B), the respective education district 
offices, principals and SGBs of the relevant schools. The purpose and goal of the 
research was explained to all potential participants to obtain the participants’ 
informed consent and voluntary participation (Hammond, 2005). These participants 
were informed about how their contributions will add to knowledge. They were 
informed that they could withdraw at any time from the research.   
 
Participants were assured that no actual names would be used in the study, ensuring 
confidentiality, and that no personal information would be revealed without the 
participants’ consent. Plagiarism was avoided at all costs. All data collected was 
safely kept for the term of the research and will be accessible to the participants as 
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and when required. All interviews were conducted at a time suitable for participants. 
The study’s findings will be accessible to all the inquiry’s participants. The rights and 
dignity of the research participants are preserved as data is collected on the basis 
of honesty and trust (Mouton & Babbie, 2001). 
 
3.10 Summary 
 
This chapter forms a detailed picture of the research design and methodology of the 
empirical inquiry. A single-case descriptive and inherent mixed-methods case study 
was chosen as the most appropriate design choice to address the research question 
(Yin, 2018). The qualitative data was obtained from selected school principals, 
selected district staff and identified women senior district leaders, while the 
quantitative data using a questionnaire was obtained from school principals and the 
district management team, all of which was done concurrently. 
 
These methods consisted of focus-group and individual interviews, and a 
quantitative survey by way a questionnaires in the Gauteng East Education District. 
It is important to use different data sources and different research methods to 
complete any case study. By using different sources and multiple research methods, 
triangulation is ensured. The research sample, processes for data analysis, and 
actions for validity and reliability are also detailed, with a conclusion of the 
description of ethical steps that were undertaken during the course of the research. 
Consequently, the analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data is discussed in 
the Chapter Four. The last chapter will detail the amalgamation of the data, 
interpretations and deductions. 
134 
 
CHAPTER FOUR – ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION OF DATA 
 
SECTION 1: ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
The previous chapter outlined and justified the research design and methodology 
employed in this empirical study. A mixed-methods case study design was used to 
explore the experiences of women senior leaders in the Gauteng East Education 
District office. The methodological approach permitted the reseacher to work in a 
multi-dimensional style, merging two types of data collection: semi-structured 
questionnaires (written), and individual and focus group interviews (spoken).   
 
This chapter is presented in two sections: Section 1 is an analysis and interpretation 
of the data collected during the qualitative phase of the investigation and Section 2 
is the analysis and interpretation of the quantitative data gathered. In Section 1, 
patterns of themes pertinent to the research question were extracted from the 
empirical data and these are presented and discussed in order to address the 
research question and sub-questions. Each quotation of the participant is indicated 
with the interview word identification numbers, usually shown below. Pseudonyms 
were used for all eight participants, accompanied by D1, D2, … D10,  which denotes 
the interview number. D1, D3, D7 and D8 are IDSOs, D2 and D5 are Circuit 
Managers, D4 is the district director and D6 is a deputy district director. All eight 
participants were women. In Section 2, the quantitative analysis is discussed. 
 
The conceptual frameworks of intersectionality theory and feminist theory, which is 
discussed in Chapter Two, served as a lens to analyse the data. The findings of both 
the interviews and the participant observation were integrated in the discussion. The 
analysis of data compared extracted from the two focus group interviews with school 
principals and an education district staff team served to triangulate the validity and 
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reliability of the themes. These focus group interviews enhanced the richness of the 
data. 
 
References to the existing literature on the research topic are shown throughout this 
chapter, together with the intersectionality and feminist theories. The chapter begins 
with the personal journey of the participants. Each story brings alive the participants 
in these findings and sets the platform for the rest of the analysis. 
 
4.2 Personal Journey of Participants  
 
4.2.1 Phumlane 
 
The head of the education district, 62 year old Phumlane (D4), born “in a family of 
five”, was the youngest. Coming from a more ‘male-dominated’ family, she played a 
‘subservient role to the male authority in the house’. As a family, they spoke more 
English due to the influence of their mother. Phumlane, very fondly, remembers her 
mother’s words: “I do the talking and you do the listening”. With the father being 
“more of a Pastor”, the family earned the respect of the community and watched her 
‘unqualified’ mother ‘teach in the garage’. That is where her passision for teaching 
was born.    
 
Life got difficult, when her father got sick and Phumlane had to live with her brother 
and sister-in-law. Most of the siblings schooled beyond standard six but thereafter it 
became difficult because they ‘couldn’t afford it’. Whilst attending high school in Kwa 
Thema (in Springs), she had the added burden of having to work. During her search 
for a bursary, her sister-in-law pressurised her to leave school. This led her to ‘train 
as a nurse’ after passing her “form three with a first class pass’. But teaching got the 
better end, and she got the opportunity to do ‘’tutoring’ for some time until she 
‘’qualified as a adult educator’.  
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After much struggle, Phumlane qualified as an educator in 1977, and had to 
immediately act as a ‘vice principal’ due to a vacancy. She climbed in promotion 
posts very ‘fast’ and was even seen as ‘’having gone into relationship with this man’ 
to secure promotions. Without much career pathing, Phumlane went on to get her 
qualifications: “Diplomas with Vista … BA with Unisa … BEd with Wits, and did (her) 
first year master’s degree at Wits University”. After having acted as vice principal, 
she obtained a position in the education district in auxiliary services, doing remedial 
education. Her diploma in ‘school guidance and counselling’ heralded her move to 
the quality assurance unit. Much of her rich experience in senior positions came 
when she was appointed ‘Acting Human Resource Manager (HRM)’ and eventually 
HRM in the education district. In 2011, she was appointed as district director. 
 
4.2.2  Saartjie 
 
As a last born in a ‘’disadvantaged’ famly of five, Saartjie (D8) was born in a home 
that had no electricity. Only those families, Saartjie remembers, whose parents were 
professionals, ‘had electricity’. She was placed under her sister’s care because her 
mother could not take care of her anymore. After repeating Form three (Grade eight), 
she attempted matric (grade 12) and failed because she had to spend more of her 
schooling time baby sitting her sister’s child. In 1982, having been relieved of 
babysitting responsibilities, she repeated matric and was successful. 
 
Inspired by ‘her elder sister who was a teacher’, Saartjie, qualified for a bursary, 
went to college away from her family. After 13 years of teaching in the college, 
Saartjie was seconded to the education district as facilitator because the teaching 
college closed down. Not well received in the district, she worked as a facilitator and 
studied a ‘’Futher Diploma in Education’ hoping to obtain a managerial position, 
without any proper career pathing. This was due to her dedication and commitment 
to her work and was recognised for this. She completed her BA Honours in 
leadership and Management and with her experience in the education district, “the 
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district director approached (her) and asked if (she) could assist as a cluster leader 
or IDSO”. Hence, she acted for eighteen months as a cluster leader (IDSO), until 
she finally became an IDSO. 
 
4.2.3 Ingrid 
 
Ingrid (D1), an IDSO, was sibling number six out of seven. Six of the siblings were 
female.  She lost her father when she ‘was only four years old’, and spent most of 
her life with her mom and six sisters, thus a female-dominated home. After primary 
school, learners had to relocate to complete their matric. She had to complete her 
schooling at two secondary schools. She never stopped studying. She completed 
her BSc (Bachelor of Science) at the University of Western Cape and her Honours 
at Wits University. She “initially wanted to get into pharmacy but at the time of 
finishing grade 12 there were no funds available” due to a single parent raising seven 
children.   
 
The “only thing you could really get a bursary for was in education and hence (she) 
decided on education not knowing that it would actually become a passion”. She 
never really saw herself ‘in a management position’ because she was an introvert 
and very reserved as a child. After teaching, she was appointed in the education 
district as a ‘Life Sciences” subject facilitator. Opportunities were created at the 
Gauteng East Education District office, when a few IDSOs as well as the IDSO 
coordinator retired. With experience in the district, so did her ambition to soar the 
ranks. Ingrid was appointed as IDSO or cluster leader, which is the post she currently 
holds. 
 
4.2.4 Neo 
 
Neo (D2) reached the senior position of being appointed as a circuit manager in an 
education district, but her actual ‘dream was to be a lawyer’. She was born in Soweto 
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in 1969 and had to contend with three other siblings. She was raised by a single 
mother because of the passing of her father when she was only 13. Growing up in 
a ‘stable family’, Neo started high school during the political uprisings, where ‘there 
was a lot of killing’. This meant relocating to Limpopo. Fortunately, she went to a 
“well-staffed” and “well-resourced” school, and was therefore, exposed to “good 
teachers”, who were “professors that came from the University of Limpopo”.   
 
Neo was accepted at Rhodes University to do law, but because of ‘the financial 
situation”, opted to go to the college of education in 1986. Teachers influenced her 
greatly. After her secondary teachers’ diploma, she started teaching in the Free 
State because of the scarcity of teacher posts. She taught Maths although her 
qualifications were in Accounting and Afrikaans. After a few years of teaching, Neo 
was “seconded to the National Union of Educators as a full-time shop steward”. The 
law part of her surfaced. She worked as a shop steward until she took a post in the 
education district in Ekurhuleni in the “labour relations” directorate.   
 
Her work on labour cases in districts took her to different environments and exposed 
her to different conflicting situations. This whetted Neo’s appetite for a more senior 
position. The chief director recognised her potential and asked her to apply for an 
IDSO position, which she got. The barriers in the Gauteng East Education District 
broke the year Neo got appointed as IDSO when “10 other women were appointed” 
as well because the women district director was championing the equity agenda.  
Subsequently, she was promoted during restructuring. 
 
4.2.5 Thandi 
 
Born in the Eastern Cape, Thandi (D5) was the ever-so “introvert” not showing signs 
of being a follower, nor a leader because she felt that she “could make (her) own 
decisions”. They were five children, and she was in the middle. Her father was a 
school principal as they were regarded as being “privileged because (their) parents 
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were educated”. Her parents valued education, and they all read at home. There 
were books galore: “We used to read, clean the house and then in the afternoon 
everybody would have a book, we exchanged books”.   
 
To further their schooling, they went to a missionary school, a good school. Maths 
and Physics were not offered in the high school, so with functional Maths, Thandi 
opted for History and the languages. Her father passed away when she was still 
“doing grade twelve”. Having a single parent and the youngest sibling falling 
pregnant, the other three (including Thandi) had to wait a whole year to start tertiary 
education. Thandi got accepted at the University of Fort Hare but had to decline due 
to the lack of funding. She “ended up going to the college of education”. Living 100 
kilometres from home, she had to rent in a flat when she started teaching. 
 
Thandi was influenced by her parents’ relationship, the respect that they had. She 
adopted similar values and got married. Having two children, she completed her 
B.Ed degree as a further qualification. From a teacher, she got promoted as a 
facilitator in an education district but she “knew that (she) wanted a better position”. 
Her first district director had a huge impact on her style of leadership and 
management. She was then appointed as a DCES (Policy and Planning) in this 
district. During the restructuring of the senior positions in the Gauteng East 
Education District, she reached her current position as a circuit manager and 
believes that she is “a participative manager”. 
 
4.2.6 Kumi 
 
With two older sisters, a younger brother and a younger sister, Kumi (D7) was the 
third born. The seven member family had more females and just a “sole bread 
winner”. They were disadvantaged through apartheid with limited avenues for 
entertainment. Kumi’s father encouraged the children to aspire to be educated as 
he too had an educational background. He ensured that funds were made available 
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somehow. Since Standard 2, Kumi wanted to be a teacher and she pursued this 
dream. A joke in her standard two class: When Kumi’s teacher claimed that people 
who pursued careers in education always ended up as ‘inspectors’, young Kumi 
blurted out that she would be an inspector. Surprisingly, Kumi is now an IDSO, which 
similar to the ‘inspector’ of the old education system.  
 
Although her passion was teaching, she also “wanted to become a lawyer” but her 
mother dissuaded her from that career. Her mentor was her dad! She was satisfied 
with being a subject facilitator at the education district but was prompted by 
colleagues to apply for the IDSO position. She secured this position and is now 
serving in this position for eight years. Kumi believes that the autocratic style of 
leadership does not work. She favours collaboration and participation, instead. 
 
4.2.7 Linda 
 
Linda (D3) was the fourth child in a family with both parents and seven children, 
which she calls a “nuclear family”. Coming from a disadvantaged background, her 
father was the sole income-earner. “Clothes, shoes and books”” were passed on 
from the older child to the younger one. Her father was “a factory worker”, who got 
retrenched during her third year at the college (of education). Linda’s mother 
schooled up to Standard 7, worked as a domestic worker for a while but had to leave 
due to ill-health. She says, “my parents were very strict”. For Linda, it was her father 
who loved education and he “pushed (them) to go to school”, even though he did 
not have the means to do so. Linda “admired teachers” and was inspired to “be a 
teacher”. She was the perfect student, who would clean the chalkboard and “write 
notes for the teachers”. Just to explore after schooling, she attended the college of 
education, which had boarding facilities.   
 
She was saddened by the fact that her father had to borrow money for her tuition 
fees at school. Linda completed her teacher’s diploma and paid the school fees of 
141 
 
her younger brothers. Eventually, every sibling in her house had “a degree”. She 
persisted with her studies through UNISA and obtained a BA degree and then even, 
Honours in Educational Management. This was followed by a diploma in computers.  
At the University of Pretoria, she completed her “Masters degree, after much 
struggle”. Linda was inspired by her father, who valued education, even though he 
only completed standard four. He said to his children: “I don’t have all the wealth in 
the world - all I can provide you with is education”. Her leadership roles started at 
school, in the classroom, then as teacher, lecturer, school principal and now, IDSO. 
Her self-motivation, drive and commitment to her work won her the “National 
Teachers Award of best principal”. Wanting to help schools, she joined the education 
district. 
 
4.2.8 Vani 
 
Vani (D6) was born in Northern Natal, being the younger of two siblings. The family 
was female-dominated. Her mom, who was an educator and “was her role model”, 
told them to “be the best you want to be”. She pursued teaching as a career due to 
the lack of finances at home. Also, colleges were providing bursaries. “Law is what 
(she) was always passionate about”. Her sister, a Chief Public Prosecutor, was 
another role model in her life. She moved to the education district, wanting to do 
more for disadvantaged children, after years of primary school teaching. Another 
mentor, threw her “in the deep end with projects”. “From there, all doors opened for 
me and there was not looking back”. This got her to improve her qualifications up to 
her Master’s Degree because “It was very difficult for females to get into leadership 
positions, at that time it was very male dominated”. She felt that her hard work and 
dedication was acknowledged when she achieved a deputy district director’s 
position. 
 
From these personal interviews and focus group interviews of eight participants, 
several themes and sub-themes emerged. 
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4.3 Overview of the Theme Groupings and Sub-Themes 
 
Data from the individual and focus group interviews was coded, analysed and 
grouped. The ATLAS.ti (8.0) software was used as a tool to enable coding, analysis 
and interpretation of data (Woolf & Silver, 2017). Six themes emerged and are drawn 
from the data analysis, and these interpretations are presented pertaining to the 
experiences of women senior district leaders, including how they negotiated 
challenges in their workplace. Data are discussed and contextualised within the 
experiences of women leaders in the Gauteng East Education District. The word 
numbers of the quoted responses of the participants during their interviews is 
indicated in brackets after each of their responses. The six main themes and sub-
themes identified are: 
 
 Career trajectory 
 Stereotyping and cultural norms 
 Power relations 
 Balancing work and family life 
 Leadership styles 
 Leadership support and development 
 
A brief summary of the categorised themes is provided in Table 4.1. 
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Table 4.1:  Summary of the main themes and sub-themes 
 
MAIN THEMES SUB-THEMES 
1. Career trajectory a. Early career moves and decision-making 
b. Promotion: aspiring women leaders 
c. Recruitment strategies & challenges: gender equity  
d. Reactions to women’s promotion 
2. Stereotyping and cultural 
norms 
a. Patriarchal mentalities in the workplace 
b. Resistance from principals and stakeholders 
c. Recruitment prejudices 
d. Discrimination against pregnant women 
3. Power relations a. Disrespect and insubordination 
b. Male superiority complex: non-cooperation 
c. Emotional intelligence 
d. Conflicts with peers 
e. Conflicts with schools 
4. Balancing work and family life a. Socio-economic status 
b. Personal and professional life equilibrium 
c. Time management 
5. Leadership styles a. Formative years’ influence on personal leadership 
philosophy 
b. Personality traits and behaviour 
- Assertiveness 
- Self-image 
- Trust and respect 
c. Resilience 
d. Leadership styles 
- Democratic style of leadership 
- Compliant leadership 
- Transformational leadership 
- Situational style of leadership 
e. Collaboration and communication 
6. Leadership support and 
development 
a. Induction, coaching and mentorship 
b. Self-development and networking 
c. Attendance of conferences and workshops 
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After presenting the overview of the six major themes, I will commence with the 
process of expounding the patterns that emerged from the data. 
 
4.4 Theme 1: Career Trajectory 
 
Theme 1: Career Trajectory: 
Sub-themes 
 a. Early career moves and decision-making 
 b. Promotion: aspiring women leaders 
 c. Recruitment strategies & challenges: gender equity 
 d. Reactions to women’s promotion 
 
The role of being a women leader begins at the home, the family and the education 
background. “As a mother, you are already a family leader even if we are not 
recognised as leaders in our families” (Phendla, 2004: 169). The exposure of roles 
as a child, a growing teenager, a tertiary student and a workplace employee all have 
a hand in shaping the career of a leader. The family and educational background 
training, experiences, barriers and opportunities all serve to build an important 
foundation for the child. As a female learner, teachers in schools play a vital role and 
some usually have a positive or a negative influence on them. Neo (D2) relates her 
schooling experiences and the effect of her teachers on her life and education: “I 
had positive influences from my educators; there was just one maths educator who 
use to hit us a lot and I had an attitude towards him. Generally, I had very good and 
warm teachers with an attitude that was more receptive to us” (2378:6336). Most of 
the participants had made some career plans when they were in school but had to 
opt for a change or delayed their studies due to circumstances at home. 
 
The section on career trajectory will elaborate the early narratives of the participants.   
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4.4.1  Early Career Moves and Decision-Making 
 
A significant number of the women senior leaders interviewed came from previously 
disadvantaged backgrounds, where the lack of finances in the case of some have 
resulted in them pursuing education as a career. Ingrid (D1) chose teaching as a 
last option due to the availability of an education bursary for teachers: 
 
There weren’t really any funds to fund a Pharmacy degree … the only thing I 
could really get a bursary for was in education and hence I decided on 
education, not knowing that it would actually become a passion. 
(2479:3175): D1 
 
Coming from large families, individual attention was limited. Parents had little to offer 
the many children, except an education. Generally speaking, parents have 
expectations of a good education for their children, despite their economic status, 
and play a critical role in a child’s educational success (Yamamoto & Holloway, 
2010). Linda (D3), a woman IDSO, comes from a family of seven siblings and was 
always inspired by her father, who “never missed any of (their) birthdays”. He valued 
his children’s education: 
 
He used to push us (to study) and said “my children, I don’t have all the wealth 
in the world - all I can provide you with is education”. 
(10875:11377): D3 
 
Parents sometimes go to great lengths to educate their children. This realisation of 
her father’s words dawned on Linda (D3) when she was quite advanced with her 
education. She found out that “there was no money for registration” as she was 
about to start tertiary education: 
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I did not know that my father did not have money until I completed my 
education … I had to register to get a bursary (in education) then after. I knew 
when I get my diploma that my father borrowed money to pay for my fees and 
that made me so sad. But I had to rise above that; and when I completed my 
studies, I had to pay school fees for my young brothers. 
  (4526:5574): D3 
 
Neo (D2), now a circuit manager, dreamt of becoming a lawyer. However, the dream 
was quickly shattered. She had to change her career plans. Receiving a government 
bursary to do teaching meant that once the teachers are qualified, they had to serve 
the government by teaching at schools that they got posted to. Often, newly qualified 
teachers were placed outside their residential areas: 
 
 … and I was actually accepted when I passed matric at the Rhodes 
University to do law but unfortunately the financial situation at home was such 
that I couldn’t go to university … I opted to go to college (of education) … I 
did my secondary teachers diploma at the Soweto College of Education.  
Within three years, I qualified and started teaching in Meadowlands in 
Soweto.  No actually, I started teaching in Alanridge in the Free State because 
the posts back then were very scarce when we passed in 1985.  Most of the 
college-qualified teachers were posted out to teach.   
(2378:6336): D2 
 
The other circuit manager, Thandi (D5), had to also compromise her immediate start 
to university because her father, who was a school principal, passed away when she 
was completing her Grade 12. Children and parents had to make huge sacrifices as 
they were forced to ‘understand’ the family situation: 
 
… the youngest, fell pregnant and the three of us had to wait for the whole 
year. I had to apply and was going to be accepted at the university of Fort 
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Hare, and I was accepted but unfortunately, I had to compromise because I 
had only one parent … So, I ended up going to the college of Education with 
my sister, my brother and the twin. 
(858:4337): D5 
 
Vani (D6), a senior leader of the Gauteng East Education District recollects her “role-
model” mother’s advice, who “instilled values and morals in me”: 
 
… you have to be left on your own, you will have your education to fall back 
on … Really, I live up to those words of hers because it happened in my life 
…  there came a stage where I had to stand on my own two feet.  If it was not 
for my mom’s inspirational words, I don’t think I would have been able to cope 
or manage where I am at the moment. So she built that strength in me and 
that strong foundation and I lived up to that.   
(1938:3359): D6 
 
The role of the family and educational background played an important role in the 
educational attainments, career trajectory and work opportunities of the women 
senior district leaders. Most families were large, with poor economic status and still, 
there was a need to educate the children. However, decisions to career path were 
changed based on their family’s socio-economic status. 
 
A person’s career trajectory comprises of their previous working or studying 
affiliations during different time periods (Wu, Tang & Zhang, 2018). It is a path that 
one’s job takes a person, either moving forward or backward or even remaining at 
the same point, during one’s working years. Career trajectories guide people to 
further their studies or even seek better job opportunities. Career pathing in the 
education district has been informal and on an ad-hoc basis. The qualifications 
needed for Deputy Chief Education Specialist (DCES), such as an IDSO, is a three 
or four-year education qualification with at least eight years’ experience in education 
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that is combined with relevant experience as a leader, communicator, financial 
planner, strategic planner, policy developer, researcher, curriculum and staff 
developer, and organiser (Republic of South Africa, 2016). A CES or circuit manager 
has the same requirements as the DCES except that they must have nine years’ 
experience in the educational field (Republic of South Africa, 2016). 
 
Neo (D2) saw her future roles as goals and planned a way to achieve them, 
ultimately dreaming of becoming a lawyer. Due to the “financial situation” and having 
“good and warm teachers” as role-models, she chose to “become a teacher”. Her 
career trajectory in education allowed her to serve in various roles. Neo met the 
qualification requirements of a circuit manager, a CES, and her strong law 
personality confirmed the position: 
 
I would say (in a) leadership (role), yes but my dream was to become a lawyer 
… I was seconded in 2000 to work for NACTSO it was then called the National 
Union of Educators as a full time shop steward. That’s when my interest grew 
and the real me came out.  That’s when the whole law thing came out and I 
was passionate about it … I was doing a lot of cases in districts so I was 
interactive and it gave me a lot of background and experience and it exposed 
me to different environment and different conflicting situations. 
(2378:6336): D2 
 
Neo (2) also felt that young candidates starting their careers as potential educators 
should rather begin their teaching qualifications at the colleges of education rather 
than at universities: 
 
I see a gap and the gap for me I think was created by closing of the colleges 
because when I was at college the environment was also working on my mind 
already you know and changing my personality. Now they go to Wits they go 
to UJ and they meet every other student you know the artists whoever and 
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they just socialise as everybody else. Now when they come to schools they 
socialize as everybody else; that mind-set has not shifted to say I have this 
role. The colleges prepare them better for teaching than the universities. 
(8660:11204): D2 
 
Women leaders are influenced significantly by either their parents, teachers, peers 
or work colleagues and mentors. While educational and family background has an 
influence the leadership styles of women leaders in education districts, these may 
constrict their leadership and career opportunities (Karamanidou & Bush, 2017; 
Bindah, 2017). In the cases cited, not all started their education wanting to become 
education district leaders, or even a leader at all. However, opportunity at the right 
time triggered with a little ambition and inspiration from their homes and schools (as 
students or as teachers), have paved their way successfully to senior leadership 
positions, with leadership styles that suit their work environment and the people with 
whom they work. This insight follows with the second sub-theme within their career 
trajectory.   
 
4.4.2 Promotion: Aspiring Women Leaders  
 
The participants interviewed explained their career trajectories and their quest for 
promotion. All of these participants initially started with a college educator diploma, 
with most not aspiring for leadership positions. However, the family background 
serves as an important platform. The role of parents is seen as a type of leadership 
that has a significant influence on family interactions and the development of the 
personality of their children (Ferguson, Hagaman, Grice & Peng, 2006). Education 
received through schooling and college adds value to the strong influence of family 
background on the personality development of the child (Tatlah & Iqbal, 2012). In a 
study of female principals conducted by Karamanidou & Bush (2017) more than half 
of the female respondents indicated that family background stood as a barrier to 
their career aspirations. While studies linking leadership and parenting styles are 
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very limited, parenting styles of upbringing their children have an influence on the 
leadership styles of their siblings (Bindah, 2017). 
 
Many women do not strive to become leaders because of social stereotypes and the 
strong male dominant culture in the workplace. Ingrid (D1) confessed “because of 
my background I have been more into myself and not really having the vision of 
being a leader. For a long time, I remained as a teacher and subject facilitator”. 
(4123:4695): D1 
 
Being considerate, “open” and “giv(ing) others an opportunity”, Ingrid (D1) felt that 
her leadership aspiration may have been as a result of her upbringing but had to 
adopt key leadership characteristics: 
 
My background and how I was brought up definitely has an influence on that 
(leadership). However, I have also realized that you can’t just be in the group, 
consulting all the time you also have to be the one that’s in the front making 
the decisions and be decisive whether people like it or not. I had to rely on 
my past experiences and learning. 
(4123:4695): D1 
 
The district director, Phumlane (D4), came from a very domineering family and a 
“highly patriarchal background”. Both her parents had a great influence on her life, 
her mother who spoke good English and influential in the community and father “was 
more of a pastor”. Theirs was a family in the community that was “look(ed) upon” 
with respect. This set the stage for leadership positions in the education department.  
After her education, she secured many leadership positions in education from a 
teacher to a remedial teacher, IDSO, and a Human Resource (HR) manager in an 
education district. She had much exposure “working very closely with the (female) 
District Director”: 
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… I think that was …  the biggest turn around in my life because I found 
myself not doing HR work and be limited there. But because I had the 
background of being in the schools and also the background of being an 
IDSO … the Director then did not confine me to HR, but like I was cutting 
across (departments) … But in terms of the management she still put into a 
lot of management. And, that influenced me quite a lot. 
(21249:22395): D:4 
 
Many women furthered their education with higher degrees to secure management 
positions. However, they tend to enter the workplace at levels similar to men, with 
similar credentials and expectations (Davidson & Burke, 2016). With the years of 
knowledge and experience necessary for advancement to senior positions in 
education, they still fall short (Davidson & Burke, 2016). Proving themselves as 
worthy of senior positions, they work harder (Mani, 2013). Those married, that are 
successful, carry a double load of being employee and a housewife. They face a 
variety of challenges in attempting pursuing their career and strike the balance of 
their work-life and family-life (Erdamar & Demirel, 2014). Many younger women are 
either delaying or avoiding marriage to secure senior roles (Blossfeld & Kiernan, 
2019). One of the IDSOs, Linda (D3), who was a school principal, and who had 
exceeded all her goals as a school principal felt the need for growth and a change: 
 
So I told myself that it’s time for me to move. I wanted to be in the district for 
one good reason - what I was studying at the University of Pretoria … I learnt 
about the policy issues, …(I wanted to help) schools with policy 
implementation. 
(6526:7256): D3 
 
Phumlane (D4), the district director felt that her horoscope has an influence on her 
pursuit for high level positions together with her personality make-up: “I’m a Virgo by 
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the way! and I’m a very ambitious person with a huge weakness - I strive. I needed 
to get to more senior positions.” 
(41142:41625): D4 
 
Another circuit manager, Thandi (D5), started as a teacher and was determined to 
improve her position. She worked her way up to the senior level position:   
 
When I got to GDE … I got to teach … they used to call us “First Educational 
Specialists, now called SES (Senior Education Specialist).  When I started, I 
knew that I wanted a better position! ... I didn’t apply for to become a circuit 
manager. It was during the time of restructuring because they were combining 
the two directorates into one, so I opted to be transferred into a circuit. 
(10232:12543): D5 
 
Ingrid (D1) wanted to be a district senior leader after being a subject facilitator but 
then started questioning its worth: “You grow a lot …but do you really need that 
growth … you sometimes ask yourself where I am going with this growth - do I really 
need the promotion? 
(21734:22507): D1 
 
With no ambition to become an IDSO, Kumi (D7) just applied for the advertised post.  
She admits that she “applied” because “after a while you realise there’s no further 
growth”.  
 
So basically, applying for this position - it wasn’t something that drove me to 
do it I just applied because the previous round of post that were advertised a 
lot of my colleagues in the district came up to me and said that was a post 
you could just walk into. 
(5823:6478): D7 
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Interviewees from this empirical study showed that there was not much of a career 
plan or path to get to being a senior leader either as an IDSO (cluster leader), a 
circuit manager or a district director. Many started as teachers and seized 
opportunities for different reasons such as career growth, making a positive 
difference or simply a change in environment. Government legislation such as 
affirmative action are measures to ensure that suitably qualified people such as 
females, have equal employment opportunities and are equitably represented in 
various occupational fields and levels of the organisations (Deane, 2006). This does 
not mean that women are to be simply promoted to key positions. Switching to the 
next sub-theme, the role of proper and effective recruitment plans are needed to 
realise the objectives adopted by the government. 
 
4.4.3 Recruitment Strategies and Challenges: Gender Equity 
 
Chisholm (2003) argues that despite the monumental efforts of the GETT (Gender 
Equity Task Team) and commitments by the national department, gender equity 
policies are not supported by authorities and resources. Whilst the equity balance is 
close in the Gauteng East Education District, where the District Management Team 
comprises 46,4% women, increasing representation of women in senior positions is 
still a challenge in most districts (Gauteng Department of Education, 2015). Due to 
the majority of males occupying these senior positions in the education department 
and are in the age category of 40 to 49 years, they may be replaced with women 
only when they resign or retire (Department of Basic Education, 2013a). A female 
IDSO, Kumi (D7) remarked that there is a move towards realising gender equity in 
the higher structures of the education districts: 
 
… we actually had somebody from head office (PED) that came and went 
through an entire process of indicating to us to male and female composition 
per province (equity plan), per district and basically the message was that 
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we need to come closer to the expectation. Right now, black females will 
actually be looked upon more favourably than anybody else. 
(19289:19671): D7 
 
But the view of the deputy director, Vani (D6) is not just about appointing women in 
the lower rung of the education district offices but “to actually start promoting …  
females … (to) senior level”. Her claim is that: 
 
… it was very male dominated and as of recent times, females are coming 
into positions but I think there’s still a lot that needs to be done with 
promoting females because if you look at the statistics there’s very few 
females that are holding very senior positions. 
(23063:23642): D6 
 
The strive to appoint more women in higher positions may seem as simple as 
appointing women in any positions but while there is the need, according to Vani 
(D6) for “equity and we should specifically look at promoting females based on 
competency”. The deputy director observed that achieving equity must still be done 
through a thorough recruitment process: 
 
… what I found is as of recent … we promote people, we expecting them to 
bring this wealth of knowledge to the organization but what happens is that 
we depend on other people to carry this individual. I think that the manner 
in which we interview people leaves much to be desired as well. It’s not just 
about interviewing the person face-by-face because you can be a good 
talker at an interview but when it comes to actually doing the work. So, they 
should look at a well-rounded interview process that you will be able to 
determine that person is really worth it. 
(23063:23642): D6   
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While the interview process is flawed according to Vani (D6), another significant 
challenge sited by Kumi (D7) is that interview panels and SGBs are still male 
dominated, who end up controlling appointments: 
 
Members of the SGB and members of the union (in the interview panels) …  
still believe that a male (should be appointed).  They influence the interview 
outcomes, which doesn’t always promote gender equity. 
(17391:19039): D7 
 
4.4.4  Reaction to Women’s Promotion 
 
Participants described their experiences in their quest for promotion. They also 
shared the reactions of people in the district office and that of school principals 
towards their appointment to some of the most senior positions in the education 
district office. Some reactions were neutral, but most were positive. One of the 
participants expressed her experiences regarding her male counterparts. Vani (D6) 
stated:  
 
The reaction was very positive I would say for females because I was one of 
the few Indian females that actually managed to get into this position. So, 
everybody was thrilled and excited about it. It was well-received even with my 
male counterparts because I think we shared a very different relationship, be 
it different cultural groups as well. They were very supportive because even 
though I was at a lower position previously but having that good relationship 
with my male counterparts just made it very easy that when I got this position, 
they supported me all the way. I know there are acts of jealousy etc. but that’s 
part of any position that you apply for. You will have to accept that it will 
happen in your life and you need to deal with it as a professional. 
(9690:10460): D6 
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The response that a women senior leader, Neo (D2), received was welcomed by her 
after being appointed to the position: 
 
I didn’t realise it but you only realise it when appointments were announced. 
The cheering and the excitement of the staff was saying wow people are 
happy and when you meet people in the corridors and they congratulate you 
and they say it’s long overdue; you know those sentiments. I was like wow 
…  you don’t expect 100% of people to be appreciative of your achievements 
(12494:14038): D2 
 
The district director, Phumlane (D4), viewed her appointment differently, as the only 
suitable candidate for the job:  
 
I am not sure who else could have contested for this post! … But I must also 
be honest with you that there’re people that you will never satisfy no matter 
how hard you can work because they still feel “I can do better than you” in 
the position that I personally hold in the district … particularly the females! 
(28740:30772): D4 
 
Following the appointments, the reactions of males toward the woman senior leader 
were mixed may be positive or negative. A deputy district director (18269:19229): 
D6 commented that there is a shift in the mind-set of some males and females: 
 
As of recent …  with regard to all the changes in management issues I think 
people don’t see you now as a female but see you as a competent person.  
Once you can prove that to them then the issue of you being a female takes 
a step backwards, I would say. 
 
157 
 
There are very supportive male colleagues; I think it’s because of the 
relationship we share and the number of years we’ve grown together with one 
another in this organization (Gauteng East Education District). 
(20325:20634): D6 
 
A significant barrier to gender equity appointments is the perception that women 
should differ from men for the qualities needed for high-powered job (Phelan & 
Rudman, 2010). Due to many disgruntled men not being appointed to executive 
positions in the education district such as district director, deputy district director and 
circuit manager, competing against gender equity policies, their reactions towards 
their ‘rivals’, subtle and obvious, are noted (29930:30233) - D 3: 3: 
 
Career pathing, whilst essential for students leaving school, can take the shape of 
many reaching heights of leadership, althougth unplanned and unexpected, as seen 
by most of our women district senior leaders. The next theme grouping to emerge, 
Theme 2, focuses on ‘stereotyping and cultural norms’. Feminist theory provides 
more light on this theme showing the determination of women in pursuing careers, 
despite financial setbacks and also their resilience when competing for the most 
senior positions in the Gauteng East Education District. 
 
4.5 Theme 2: Stereotyping and Cultural Norms 
 
Theme 2: Stereotyping and cultural norms 
Sub-themes 
 a. Patriarchal mentalities in the workplace 
 b. Resistance from principals and stakeholders 
 c.  Recruitment prejudices 
 d.  Discrimination against pregnant women 
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The second major group of findings in this research is rooted in historical practices 
of discrimination against women, emanating from cultural ideologies and practices.  
Four sub-themes were apparent. The first relates to the patriarchal mentalities 
prevalent in the workplace. The second, although few, is resistance shown against 
women leaders, while the third focused on the appointment of women to senior 
positions based on ‘gendered division of labour’. The last sub-theme is the blatant 
discriminatory practices against pregnant women. 
 
4.5.1  Patriarchal Mentalities in the Workplace 
 
With the long history of patriarchy and women inequalities, women leaders rising to 
senior educational positions, struggle in their leadership roles as new appointees.  
Women need to prove themselves as education leaders as they are measured 
against masculine leadership characteristics (Appelbaum, Audet & Miller, 2003).  
With the ‘think-manager, think male’ attitude, women’s progress in these senior 
education positions depend on recognizing the persistent nature of the negative 
attitudes towards them and continually work at dispelling such attitudes (Schein, 
2007: 50). With greater value being placed on ‘collaboration’ as a leadership trait in 
education districts, men are disadvantaged. ‘Men could become losers’ because 
contemporary leadership values ‘mental power over might’ (Eagly & Carli, 2003: 
808). While male dominance is lessening, the basic attitudes towards women remain 
deep-seated. Ingrid (D1) said that during her interview her gender had 
‘disadvantaged’ her “in this (her current) particular position” as it is a “district senior 
leader position”.  She felt that starting out as a new IDSO “it is a very difficult one to 
say because at this point in time I must say the group of principals (are all not 
cooperative)” (6844:7154): D1. Most women leaders, like Vani (D6) in the Gauteng 
East Education District office felt that “females find it difficult; they have to always 
prove themselves” (18269:19229): D6. 
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Kumi (D7) described an example of the stereotypical male identity at play: 
 
“There are schools where there are individuals who believe that males can 
basically do the job better than females … I am talking specifically about some 
of our Ex-Model C schools especially the white Afrikaner males who believe 
they can do the job better than the females.”  
(17391:19039): D7 
 
Saartjie (D8), also a new IDSO claimed: 
 
I believe that if I were a male leader, it might have been different because … 
we have a male dominated background and from my observation, the males 
in the District office feel that they’re the best Managers 
(15500:16009): D8 
 
Neo (D2) responded to the question about her gender advantaging or 
disadvantaging her in her current position as circuit manager of the Gauteng East 
Education District office. As she is a long serving senior leader in this education 
district, people are accustomed to her as a woman in that leadership role. The 
reaction from the stakeholders, who are not as familiar with her as district staff, is 
contrasting: 
 
Look, as I said in this district, I don’t think there is any advantage or 
disadvantage being a female leader but sometimes I do feel especially 
(disadvantaged) when I work with stakeholders - we still have more of a 
patriarchal society out there. Most of our stakeholders are male; some of the 
principals that I worked with even when I was still a cluster leader … you will 
always feel that resistance that says a woman cannot tell me what to do.  
(14168:15720): D2 
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Neo’s experience with a male principal who remarked to her when she was still a 
cluster leader or IDSO confirms a patriarchal order prevailing. She suggested to him 
to alternate the leave taking so that it does not affect his work: 
 
You know what he said to me; you not going to tell me how to run my family. 
You see that attitude in my house things are done this way, and who are 
you to tell me. … I said (to him) no, it is because I’m seeing your 
absenteeism is impacting negatively on how people perceive you … so you 
do get that; you give people instructions but (their reactions towards me) not 
only from males, some of the females are actually worse. 
(14168:15720): D2 
 
The occurrence and frequency in the Gauteng East Education District about “mild 
stereotypical intimations” were revealed by Neo (D2): 
 
Look I’ve got 35 principals as a circuit manager but of the 35 I can actually 
confidently say I have discomforts with about five out of 35. The five are the 
ones that I feel they don’t receive me well; they don’t really take heed of my 
instructions and they don’t take me seriously. I can also attach a reason … 
it’s because I’m female. 
(16280:16528): D2 
 
Respondent 3 in the focus group interview with the district staff team members 
needed to clear up the gender stereotypes misconceptions. Whist the district staff 
members showed no preference about the gender of their supervisor, their views 
and observations about male or women leaders still has relevance in the education 
district office: 
 
Respondent 3: I think we need clear up the misconceptions that males are 
good leaders. The stereotypes that only males are good leaders is wrong.  I 
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think that it is still here in our heads. That they are more decisive and because 
for testosterone, they can do A, B, C, D (many tasks) is false. Women make 
very good leaders! 
 
Respondent 2: But there are some females that do not have the personality. 
Respondent 1: I must say that I know some female leaders that can send you 
to hell and you can look forward to the trip – without raising their voice, being 
to the point, assertive and there is no negotiations. 
(18085:20058): D10 (focus group) 
 
Phumlane (D4), the district director shared her concerns and ‘wins’ during principals’ 
meetings, executive district management team (EDMT) meetings and her 
interactions with other male district directors: 
 
You would notice also in our Principals’ meeting … some Principals 
particularly the males they have rude attitudes … they find it time wasting 
because they have to listen to a female district director.  … even here in the 
district … in my management meetings … (which) comprise four (4) males 
and four (4) females. I think I’m coping very well with the females - we can 
engage we can talk but the males are more often uncooperative. They have 
excuses to advance; “Director I have to leave you in the next 30 minutes I 
have to do this and that” and it happens frequently. 
 
If I look at the other district directors that are in the same position that I find 
myself (in)… who are males, perhaps they don’t see what I see. Yes, so it 
would have been different (if there were more females) … and I want to 
believe so … I measure them through other district directors … especially 
when we talk …in most cases they find it as a waste of time, talking about 
people concerns and human feeling issues. 
(24389:24807): D4 
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Reactions from schools and district staff towards women senior leaders, according 
to Saartjie (D8) “are not always the same” (16739:18130): D8. As an IDSO, she 
explains: 
 
Male principals, that stereotype … they won’t react promptly to what you’re 
saying. Sometimes you supervise giving them instructions but then they 
brush it aside and say - ok, I will do it.  
 
Saartjie (D8) expresses her view about the male-female differences when she visits 
schools led by the different gender: 
 
Even the schools that are visited, there is a big difference between male 
principals and female Principals in terms of organization … with the primary 
schools that I’m helping the six, … two (2) …  are male dominated.  … 
immediately you enter the school, the foyer - it will just tell you that there is 
a female Principal. The cleanliness, the decoration, at the door, the 
welcoming is an indication of a female principal … they make it a point that 
the reception, the foyer is nice, it is a beautiful place. But there is a big 
difference … in male led schools, in the township, it will tell you that the 
principal is a male … 
(16739:18130): D8 
 
Ingrid’s (D1) experience with women within the district office is visibly contrasting. 
Her view is that “sometimes don’t like to take instructions from other females”. Often, 
these reactions emanate from cultural norms and stereotypes prevalent in society. 
 
… whereas with the females (in the district), you would have to go to them 
once or twice and even three times before you really get help. The 
cooperation is more with the males then the females. You see my view on 
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this is that sometimes females don’t like to be told what to do by another 
female.  
(7389:9210): D1 
 
The reaction of male principals during a focus group interview (D9), about their 
female IDSO was wildly contrasting from many of the other views expressed already. 
This focus group consisted of five male principals who are supervised by a female 
IDSO. Bongiorno, Bain and David (2013) found that men react negatively to non-
agentic women especially when their performance is dependent on the women 
leader that they report to, whilst women also react more negatively towards non-
agentic women. Both men and women prefer hard working, committed women 
leaders, which is the view of the principals interviewed. These principals worked well 
with the female IDSO, but only after they got used to working with each other. The 
newly appointed female IDSO did encounter challenges initially. 
 
The one principal, respondent 1, spoke in Afrikaans: 
 
Ek het aara n’ paar groot probleme gehad en (geen grappies maak), maar 
waar ek regtig problem het, soos in ‘heavy’ probleme wat n’ - polisie and alles 
… en, ek bel haar nege in the aand en se M ….“I het jou nodig sewe uur (in 
the oggend)” and hulle begin net half nege werk, en ek gee vir haar net 
details, ek bel … voorsitter sal wees en jy sal moet kom … Sewe uur, kom sy 
met haar tussie daar in en sy luister uit en wanneer hulle klaar is, gee sy 
almene en daan is sy klaar met sy verslag tik op haar laptop… so, n’, so 
waneer watter tyd is dit nie , as jy report tydens is sy daar. … Ek gaan swaarke 
as M_ loop  
 
TRANSLATED:   
I have had a few serious and major problems, no jokes. And it was serious 
problems, really challenging situations. It even included the police and 
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everything. I will call my IDSO, at nine in the night telling her that I need her 
to be at my school at seven in the morning with the chairperson, and that she 
must please come. Seven in the morning, here she walks in, with her bag.  
And she listens. And when they are done, she gives her views. She then 
completes her report on the laptop … So … whenever I call out to her for 
help, she is there … It will be a big loss for me if she leaves. 
 
Respondent 3 spoke of his female IDSO and male IDSOs in general: 
Males are bribable – I’ve seen it and I’ve heard it and I’ve been present when 
I’ve been bribed, with documentation. And, I don’t think the females are 
bribable like the males are … 
 
Respondent 5: (the female IDSO) listens to you when she supports in any 
case whereas your male leaders have got a more of a command and control 
style … some people are transactional more than transformational (leaders). 
 
Respondent 2:… I know (his female IDSO) stood up for some of the principals 
against Mr X on quite a few occasions but I can’t say that the male IDSOs 
wouldn’t have done the same. 
(21673:22479): D9 (focus-group) 
 
Experiences of women IDSOs, circuit managers and the directors are not 
necessarily the same, although there is a general trend of complaints about certain 
male principals and district staff towards them as women leaders. The male-female 
power relations within the education district as well as between the education district 
and the schools is rife. Much of these emerge from hidden stereotypical behaviours.  
On the other hand, perceptions of school principals and district staff of the women 
district senior leaders is also wide and varied. There were complaints about 
administrative issues but also many positive remarks about women IDSOs, their 
leadership style and professionalism. 
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The intersectionality theory provides, in this theme, a view of how women work within 
a matrix of power and domination that reflects complex layers of history and social 
systems of intersecting oppression as a result of patriarchy and stereotyping 
(Schmidt & Mestry, 2014; Collins, 2000). Feminist theory gives an outlook of the 
agentic qualities of women in their attempts to overcome male dominance and 
stereotyping using their leadership skills and emotional intelligence.  
 
Women make good leaders in the current work setting. However, women in senior 
positions in the education district continue to be disadvantaged based on 
stereotypes despite breaking through the glass ceiling and face even tougher 
challenges from other women, whom they supervise. Mathur-Helm (2005) argues 
that the patriarchal mind-set still prevails in South African organisations (education 
districts), which include stakeholders that district senior leaders associate with, 
preventing women leaders to be effective in their leadership roles. An advantage for 
women is that leaders’ roles are changing to adapt to contemporary approaches, 
which suit women more than men (Eagly & Carli, 2003). In general, the reaction from 
most principals towards the director, IDSO and circuit managers are promising and 
professional. The district director, Phumlane (D4) claimed that “my Principals are 
giving me a very good response; Principals are giving me support, both males and 
females, you know!” (32894:33102): D4. The circuit manager, Thandi (D5) enjoyed 
an encouraging, professional spirit amongst both male and female subordinates.  
She averred that “overall in my circuit, there is definitely no problem with both male 
and female principals - there’s that mutual respect”. (16573:17337): D5 
 
4.5.2  Resistance from Principals and Stakeholders 
 
Resistance as a sub-theme of this research cannot be overstated, due to its 
importance. Often cultural practices and norms of principals come in the way of their 
performing their professional functions. Ingrid (D1) met with some resistance from 
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her principal, which stemmed purely from his religious and cultural ideologies in 
which women are subservient: 
 
At this point in time to be honest - hear me clearly, I am not a racist but I have 
only one principal that is uncomfortable with the fact that I am a female. It 
could also be cultural or religious backgrounds. I have a Muslim principal who 
feels it’s better to work with a male. This is also evident in how he runs his 
school. He listens more to the input of the male teachers in meetings then 
from females. In that particular case we are at all times at loggerheads with 
one another. He will not take instructions from me, even from my senior who 
is also a female and not even from our Director. 
(15958:17133): D1 
 
Linda (D3), an IDSO, had generally neutral reactions except for one male teacher 
who refused to accept her authority: 
 
I’ve never experienced any hostility, any resistance because I’m a female … 
(but) there was one teacher who even left the institution after I was 
appointed; that person just felt he cannot be under the leadership of a 
woman. 
(17877:19014): D3 
 
4.5.3 Recruitment Prejudices 
 
The male versus female power domain is active in education districts. Women 
securing senior positions in the education district is met with contrasting reactions 
by both male and female district staff and school principals. Women pursuing or 
possessing power are at risk of backlash for ‘defying stereotypic expectations’ 
(Phelan & Rudman, 2010: 807). The backlash takes the form of negative reactions 
to women showing agentic behaviours, displaying agency to overcome the lack of 
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fit between their gender and leadership. Contrastingly, the ‘think crisis-think female’ 
adage favours the hiring of women to leadership roles when there is a crisis because 
of their interpersonal qualities (Phenlan & Rudman, 2010: 809). The deduction from 
this is that men are not suited to all leadership positions. Senior leadership positions 
in the education districts is highly contested by both men and women. Women are 
being favoured due to equity policies, leaving disgruntled men in lower positions, 
who believe they deserve the promotion too. 
 
The reality is that men still dominate the recruitment structures. The effect of such 
dominance ‘forces’ appointments according to traditional and cultural gendered 
division of roles. Kumi (D7) asserts that: 
 
The other thing is we just came out of a process of having done 
rationalisation for the PS staff and there are schools who will tell you that we 
need a female because of the kitchen and because of the washing of the 
toilets. It looks like they still tend to classify certain roles as more suitable for 
females than for males. We are working in this environment wherein we are 
challenged. 
(17391:19039): D7 
 
Her claim is emphasised as she spoke about the women appointed to School Based 
Support Team (SBST). The stereotyping of women to the SBST: 
 
There are also some of them (principals), when they allocate the subjects - 
you will find that in an SBST for example there seems to be some kind of 
biasness in terms of the female’s roles. They feel that females tend to care 
and will be a little bit more lenient towards the learners. Sometimes you 
question why doesn’t an SGB have a male in it and that’s the kind of 
response you have. If a child gets injured at school, they would rather send 
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the child in a car driven by a male then by a female. Those are the issues 
that we basically deal with at school level. 
(17391:19039): D7 
 
The resistance from male principals and stakeholders sometimes comes in other 
forms, such as recruitment structures, that may not present itself directly. Ingrid (D1) 
also feels that their reluctance and firm-handedness is promoting the “male” agenda 
in schools can often result in unfair labour practices. The resistance can be quite 
glaring with no consideration for the IDSO’s input as a resource person on the 
interview panel: 
 
If you are looking at some our schools where, for example, we’ve had deputy 
principals post advertised and we had HOD’s that were male and female; 
you would find that members of the SGB and members of the union some of 
them still believe that a male can basically run a school. It’s difficult to 
convince them that we use the same criteria to evaluate all especially when 
you doing a recruitment process.  
(15958:17133): D1 
 
Recruitment strategies are heavily dependent on the recruitment teams at schools 
or those allocating duties to educators. The trends of bias towards certain types of 
roles suitable to certain gender is prominent. Eagly and Carli (2003) state that while 
women are effective leaders, equality between women and men in their 
effectiveness as leaders likely appear notable because men might be expected to 
be generally more capable than women due to them securing more high-level 
leadership roles. A summary of gender equity and equality in education districts and 
schools, as empirically determined, alludes to appointing the most suitable people 
in the different positions. There is a claim that women are more able as leaders than 
their male counterparts, especially in the contemporary climate that values mental 
strength, empathy, and understanding. These are values that they develop in their 
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home and family management roles. However, the traditional division of labour and 
personality strength continue to plague the processes of appointments. 
 
4.5.4 Discrimination against Pregnant Women 
 
Discrimination against women in education in South Africa has many different forms.  
Unmarried pregnant women, as viewed from a cultural, religious and traditionalist 
point of view, were treated more seriously as it was a ‘moral taint’ and made her a 
‘social outcast’ (Delius & Glaser, 2005: 31). According to Delius and Glaser (2005: 
30), “adulterous and unmarried pregnant women’ in the past were disgraced, and 
even banned from churches, while men committing adultery were overlooked.”  
Discrimination against pregnant teachers continued in a milder form during the 
1970s and 1980s, when they were expected to take leave without pay (Fershee, 
2009). Pregnant women teachers in South Africa were fired from their teaching 
positions if they were unmarried (Fershee, 2009). Saartjie (D8) lamented that “when 
I started teaching, I fell pregnant and actually I was dismissed because I was not 
married”. (5983:6506): D8 
 
She (D8) talked about her earlier experience when she was discriminated against 
because she fell pregnant as an unmarried woman: 
 
You have to get married. And the marriage would not even be proper, with 
Lobola or what. Nothing! You will take a guy to Home Affairs and get 
registered – just to produce a marriage certificate … females were really 
disadvantaged. Actually, the Principal would come into class and call you 
and ask, “Ma’am when are you submitting your marriage certificate - you 
know you’re not supposed to be pregnant”. 
(8032:8448): D8 
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These harsh realities of legislation that were implemented blatantly discriminated 
against women teachers. Women teachers would lose salaries when they took 
maternity leave. The implications of such practices deterred many women from 
securing management positions for fear of being dismissed from work on account of 
falling pregnant. Such discriminatory practices forced women to change their work 
stations in order for the expectant mothers to be accommodated by their families (for 
an unborn child): 
 
it was very harsh. So that’s why I ended up teaching in Tsakane, to be 
support by my family. So, I taught there for thirteen (13) years, as a post 
level 1 educator. And then in 2000, you remember when, the colleges were 
closed – that’s when I was seconded to the district, in 2000. 
(8032:8448): D8 
 
Many anti-discrimination laws to promote gender equality in South Africa have since 
been adopted, which have led to the improvement of anti-discriminatory practices 
against women, especially those that are pregnant (Sibanda, 2016; Republic of 
South Africa, 2013). 
 
The reactions of principals, district staff, teachers and stakeholders towards women 
senior leaders in the education district office is wide and contrasting. While there are 
some negative, discriminatory reactions from both males and females, there is also 
some crucially positive reactions. The play of power within the education district 
between senior leaders, and between district officials and school staff is prevalent, 
stemming largely from stereotypes and cultural expectations. Often these result in 
discrimination against women leaders. Radical feminist theorists proclaim that the 
cause and a consequence of male superiority and “women inferiority” is violence 
against women (Mackay, 2015: 11). The power play and power relations in the 
education district office, as seen by radical feminists, is a result of the male 
dominance at home. 
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Defining the power of the position held may address some of these variables. From 
this viewpoint, for education districts to be effective, legislation defining their role and 
powers was, for a long time, absent (Narsee, 2006). With the newly promulgated law 
governing education districts, the play of power between schools and the education 
district may be minimised (Department of Basic Education, 2018). This, however, 
does not compensate for the power relations that exist at district senior leadership 
level. Power relations is the next major theme grouping.   
 
4.6 Theme 3: Power Relations 
 
Theme 3: Power Relations 
Sub-themes 
 a.  Disrespect and insubordination 
 b.  Male superiority complex: cooperation and non-cooperation 
 c.  Emotional intelligence 
 d.  Conflicts with peers 
 e.  Conflicts with schools 
 
The third major group of findings in this research is power relations that shroud many 
work relations. There are five sub-themes that emerged. The first sub-theme relates 
to the power struggles in the form of disrespect and insubordination. Male superiority 
complex: cooperation and non-cooperation is the second sub-theme, with emotional 
intelligence as the third. Conflicts with peers in the education district office and 
conflicts with school are the fourth and fifth sub-themes that emanated from the 
empirical data. 
 
One of the major themes that emerged from the data is that of power relations in the 
education domain. Power is the common essential in gender, power and 
organization (Halford & Leonard, 2001). In each case, the operation of power results 
in gender difference, disadvantage and discrimination in the workplace, in which 
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men wield power over women. It seems that this gendered power flourishes in the 
workplace, where it remains largely unchallenged (Halford & Leonard, 2001).  
Hanscome and Cervero (2003) contend that gender and power cross in subtle and 
harsh ways, and men and women negotiate their own interests being fully aware of 
the dynamics of gender and power in the workplace. Empirical data showed the 
harsh reality of power.   
 
Nicholson and Carroll (2013) argue that as people ascend the hierarchical ladder, 
the play of power between individuals becomes more noticeable and prominent.  
Power relationships in the education sector do exist between sexes and can take 
three basic forms: “mythical” male dominance where men deny women their equal 
power status; actual male dominance; and sexual equality where actual power for 
women exists and it is acknowledged by men (Dubisch, 2019). “In the district office, 
we do see power struggles”, according to a focus group respondent (D10) 
(15110:16831), between senior leaders from “from time to time …” (17972:18542): 
D1. Nicholson and Carroll (2013) reminds us that individuals do have a certain 
degree of agency and choice in power relations in these struggles, without being 
active participants. Choosing to align with individuals in power relations can have a 
lasting negative result. Ingrid (D1) shares her views about her choice to engage in 
the power struggle: 
 
There is that power struggle amongst people and you sort of have to make a 
decision as to who you are siding with or are you going to be neutral, which 
often is the best position to be in. This also depends on the issue at hand; I’m 
not always going to remain neutral just for the sake of not wanting to alienate 
myself. According to the context and the specific issue I would decide whether 
I am going to come out strongly for the one against the other. Also depending 
on what the logic is in the particular argument. 
(17972:18542): D1 
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Whilst power at senior levels in the education district is prominent and women 
leaders are sometimes expected to take sides, power relations at SGB level and at 
school level towards district leaders, and vice versa, is not uncommon. School 
change through educational reforms is active and dynamic, and education districts 
and SGBs are central to the instituting of these policy changes (Datnow & Stringfield, 
2000). Relations of power is at the heart of these changes, as it requires “changing 
hearts and minds” of school staff (Datnow & Stringfield, 2000).   
 
4.6.1  Disrespect and Insubordination of Women in Power 
 
The WEGE Bill (Republic of South Africa, 2013: 7) stipulates that, not only should 
there be parity in terms of representation, but measures are to be put in place to 
“support the roles of women”. A major challenge for women who ascend to senior 
positions due to gender equity is that they lack the experience and preparedness 
that is needed to carry out their duties. This often may result in disrespect towards 
and insubordination of women senior leaders. Such disrespect and insubordination 
leads to power struggles between subordinates and supervisors. In Moorosi’s study 
(2010), a significant number of women principals were subjected to insubordination 
from their male and female colleagues who would not accept their authority.  
Disrespect and insubordination often results in negative attitudes from both male 
and female staff in the district, as well as from school principals and members of the 
community. Insubordination also takes the form of growing tendencies of ignoring 
instructions and directions of a leader (Mapolisa & Madziyire, 2012). This same type 
of insubordination is reflected in the following responses of Ingrid (D1): 
 
When one looks into the leadership positions in our district, there are more 
females than males. There are a few males that are not very easy to work 
with in terms of taking instructions from me as a (female) senior. 
(9340:10449): D1 
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Phumlane (D4), feels the undercurrent with certain principals towards her as the 
head of the education district: 
 
It’s not necessarily like responding but you can read the mode of the 
(principals) meeting - the male Principals, sometimes tend to undermine me, 
not respecting the office that I occupy. In a way, belittling the position I hold. 
(25550:26754): D4 
 
Saartjie (D8) found that men under her care were guilty of insubordination and 
attempts to derail the leadership process: 
 
I only have one male principal, whom I’m working with. I don’t know maybe 
he’s still on the old dispensation. He will ignore my instructions, blatantly 
disregards them …  when I have a one-on-one reaction, he will not be seen 
as a person who’s keen or listens to me … I think it may be his personality 
you know. It’s just like that; he can’t be taught by a woman on what to do. It 
is one of the old challenges. 
(18205:19247): D8 
 
Thandi (D5) recollects an instance of a problematic individual: “I inherited this 
particular person who’s been problematic … it was always difficult to discipline her. 
I think those are the challenges that I had … a problematic female subordinate. 
10232:12543): D5 
 
Women are often subjected to insubordination from both male and female (district) 
staff and school principals, who would keep challenging their authority (Moorosi, 
2010; Faulkner, 2015; Narsee, 2006). Whilst the incidence is fewer, it still exists 
nonetheless. A study conducted by Moorosi (2010: 556) with school leaders and 
circuit managers found that male and female refuse to accept their authority stating 
that they “cannot be headed by a woman”. Disrespect and insubordination, if 
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ignored, can lead to a complete derailment of systems and processes that make the 
education district functional and effective. Sometimes there are subtle messages 
sent to their women leader that convey the old patriarchal dogma of male 
supremacy. 
 
4.6.2  Male Superiority Complex: Cooperation and Non-Cooperation 
 
Women in senior positions often work in male dominated environment, with an 
androcentric culture. A highly competitive culture demands a ‘tough nut’ approach  
of confidence, decisiveness and ruthless individualism, which is expected of women 
leaders (Hegarty & Buechel, 2006). Principles and regulations were framed by men 
and the male superiority complex led them to believe that women are inferior 
(Chelliah & Dominic, 2019). Ironically, many women still accept their inferiority. The 
male superiority complex is sometimes visible in their approaches towards their 
cooperation or the lack thereof, towards women senior leaders of the education 
district. 
 
The circuit manager, Thandi (D5), concurs with the district director’s view of the lack 
of respect and cooperation experienced: 
 
I only have two male IDSOs and one female IDSO. And you will find that most 
of the males are not that cooperative and therefore, I work more closely with 
the female IDSO. 
(12795:13722): D5 
 
Male-dominance amongst IDSOs is also prevalent in the education district senior 
leadership. Thandi (D5) further recollects another instance when she had to work 
with these IDSOs: 
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When I became a circuit manager, I could see the attitude of IDSOs …I could 
feel (them say) what does she know – she hasn’t been an IDSO! … 
especially with the male IDSOs … because I was a female and I was a senior 
– I was entering this “sacred’ space of IDSOs 
(10232:12543): D5 
 
In such situations, Phumlane (D4), the district director expresses her disappointment 
at the male officials, who refused to cooperate with her but advises her women 
counterparts. She explained: 
 
What I’m sharing with them is that, “don’t allow your arrogance to lead you - 
project your voice, who you are. Then they accept you, they might not accept 
you. But stay firm in what you’re doing with them and don’t compete with the 
men - see them as your colleagues, your counterparts…there’s a lot that you 
can still gain by working with them” …because there cannot be women 
leaders only, we still need these males 
(45414:47164): D4 
 
However, there are other women leaders, who had positive experiences with the 
male contingent that worked under her care. Contrary to many of her fellow women 
leaders, Kumi (D7), conveyed that she experienced no negative reaction to her 
appointment as a women leader and she attributes this to the fact that when she 
was appointed there were already many women in higher positions and the district 
director was also a woman. Kumi (D7) relied on the South African constitution that 
everyone should be treated equally. She averred: 
 
I think because we have come so far in terms of our constitution particularly 
in South Africa and in education. The challenges that one would have 
anticipated were actually not there. More so, I think because when I was 
appointed, we had a female as a district director and we had a lot of females 
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in the higher positions. So, there wasn’t a stage where you felt you were 
looked down upon or people felt that you were unable to actually run the role. 
There wasn’t a male that I could say that would look down on you or thought 
that you didn’t have the capabilities to actually run with the post.  
 
The schools, the principals and the staff that I worked with at schools were 
also very positive and cooperative. 
(7455:8111): D7 
 
As Saartjie (D8) grew into her position, she conceded that she has had experiences 
of the type that men seem to be more cooperative than women.  
 
I must say that funny enough the gentleman that’s working there listens more 
to me then the females do. I get a more supportive and advisory role from 
him and that contributed a lot to my understanding of HR issues at schools.  
 
She further comments on district staff women members: 
 
. . . So yes, in this point of time this is the experience whereas with the females 
you would have to go to them once or twice and even three times before you 
really get help. The cooperation is more with the males then the females. You 
see my view on this is that sometimes females don’t like to be told what to do 
by another female.  
(9340:10449): D8 
 
Workplace conflict is common and widespread, and are often catergorised as factual 
or interpersonal (Oxenstierna, Hanson, Widmark, Finnholm, Stenfors, Elofsson, & 
Theorell, 2011). Oxenstierna et al. (2011) assert that those conflicts that stem from 
organizational positions and structures are usually associated with disagreement, 
interference or negative emotion. The education district also has workplace conflicts 
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arising from time to time, but the reaction to them and the manner in which they are 
addressed can lead either to positive, constructive results or negative ones. The 
intersectionality and feminist theory is useful in recognizing the simultaneous ways 
in which conflict operates within education district hierarchical structures and how 
people experience them, across gender and race (Carrim & Nkomo, 2016).  
Furthermore, the historical practices of patriarchy and stereotypes against women, 
lead the male dominance effect of disrespect and insubordination to power relations, 
and ultimately workplace conflicts among peers and subordinates. The 
intersectionality theory together with feminist theory will be useful tools to analyse 
the systems of domination like patriarchy and stereotyping and their impact on 
women district senior leaders (Carrim & Nkomo, 2016). 
 
The following sub-section will discuss emotional intelligence, conflict with peers and 
conflict with schools as a reality in the education district. 
 
4.6.3 Emotional Intelligence 
 
Men claim that women leaders are very emotional and often refuse to work under 
them (Paludi, 2008). There are studies that reveal that when men actually work for 
female bosses, they are satisfied with female managers as they are with male 
managers (Paludi 2008; Eagly & Carli, 2003). During the interactions with 
interviewees, male principals (D9) claim that women have a strong emotional side.   
Emotional intelligence refers to the ability to recognise the meanings of emotions 
and their relationships, and to reason and problem-solve on the basis of such 
meanings (Peter, 2010). Women have the ‘softer skills’ linked to emotional 
intelligence and relationship building (Piterman, 2008: 33). Therefore, women with 
higher emotional intelligence use their emotions as an advantage, improving their 
social effectiveness (Peter, 2010; Mestry, 2014).   
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A respondent in the male principals focus group (D9) saw the benefit of women 
having emotional intelligence: 
 
Because of the social circumstances at my school, I will prefer a female 
because they are more connected to what is happening at school and with 
the family support and the school environment. The male is more just on the 
paperwork (administration) and if I tend to bring in the social side and all the 
emotional side of the community, which is necessary. The female, as a 
mother, relates better to children at schools. 
(18487:20653): D9 (focus group) 
 
Contrastingly, Vani (D6) saw the need for women leaders as professionals to keep 
their emotions in check. 
 
Your reaction towards your people or staff is not truly based on the problems 
you experiencing here but your emotional side affects you. So you need to 
keep your issues at home and separate your professional from your personal 
life. 
(8456:9337): D6 
 
4.6.4  Conflicts with Colleagues and Peers 
 
Challenges in the education district office are often diverse and varied ranging from 
staffing challenges, discrimination, and power relations to leadership styles (Bush, 
2008; Eagly & Carli, 2003). A circuit manager, Neo (D2), found it difficult to address 
an issue with her staff, and invited SACE (South African Council for Educators) to 
address the issue of professional ethics because “I have that big challenge in my 
circuit with the dress code (of district staff and school staff)” (9561:10181): D2. 
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Unlike women senior leaders, male IDSOs will demonstrate ‘possessiveness’ over 
their schools and prefer maintaining their ‘territorial’ space, rendering much ‘tension’ 
in the workplace. A respondent in the district staff focus group compared the male 
IDSOs and female IDSOs, and expressed concern about the potential conflicts 
between them: 
 
… we, as female cluster leaders (IDSOs) … observed that … (we) can’t go 
freely in a male IDSO’s school. The male will ask, “what do you want, what 
are you doing here, this is my territory – can I help you?” female (IDSOs) … 
go together – they are more welcoming. Even the male IDSO’s principals will 
question you as a female and tell you that I will (report you to) my cluster 
leader (IDSO) … The female (IDSOs) will phone me and say, “I have a 
problem in my school, go quickly … But, if there is a crisis in a male IDSO’s 
school and I get to his school, he will get angry and will want to know why I 
know about the crisis (in his school) before he does.  
(16927:17999): D10 (focus group) 
 
A district staff team member from the focus group (D10) expressed her frustration 
about trying to perform her work from the learner support unit and is misunderstood 
because of ‘territory’ and ‘domain’: 
 
When I assess learners with barriers to learning, and then I check the books 
and ask, “’why is there only two pages here, coverage, etc?”, and people may 
feel that I’m venturing in their field”. This is just what my job is about looking 
at the level and coverage of work, whether it is watered-down and make some 
sense about the learners’ ability. And it can be quickly misconstrued as me 
putting my nose into their work. 
(15110:16831): D10 (focus group) 
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One respondent of the focus group interview (D10) declared that during their district 
meetings: “I don’t think we argue but rather discuss”. Another said: “If there is 
anything that we disagree upon or even agree upon is the timeframe that we get 
from head office”. 
 
The third respondent warned: “But in the district office, we do see power struggles 
and conflicts with one person claiming that I am doing all nine focus areas and 
curriculum delivery compared to those from CLI (Curriculum unit) … you see the 
power struggle. It may not be seen openly but there is an underlying current”. 
 
Conflicts with peers arise due to personality clashes or a type of territorial 
possessiveness. The issue of disagreement of ‘unfriendly’ timeframes is more of 
pressure from the head office (PED) placing education district officials in 
compromising positions with schools. Power relations and conflicts are shown in a 
response to a response (Fleming & Spicer, 2008). The reality is that in the education 
district, there are power struggles and conflicts. 
 
4.6.5  Conflicts with Schools 
 
Conflicts the women district senior leaders have with schools is an ongoing 
challenge. Both parties have expectations of the other, and when these expectations 
are unfulfilled, there are complaints. Schools will complain about the effectiveness 
of district officials or their unrealistic demands. District officials, on the other hand, 
have the pressure of accounting to the PED (head office), who keep applying 
pressure. This pressure is felt at school level. 
 
As an IDSO, Ingrid (D1) has to deal with conflicts and crisis situations all the time: 
 
You putting out fires more of the time and it’s about crisis management.  
Sometimes what I also do find is that there are principals that use you as a 
182 
 
scapegoat, they don’t have to deal with the problem - it becomes my problem. 
It becomes the cluster leader’s (IDSO) problem - so if there is something 
going wrong, they feel that they are not going to be accountable for that.  
(21734:22507): D1 
 
She added that: 
 
It’s not easy being an IDSO because every little problem of the school 
becomes yours. If something goes wrong, then what everyone wants to know 
what did the cluster leader (IDSO) do? … sometimes you can’t even do 
shopping; you realize that everything is upside down in your life because your 
focus has only been on all the demands.  It’s always about crisis management 
and what I do hate is our social media that makes you even more accessible.  
When you at home you think that you can relax - then here comes an SMS 
or an email with an issue.  It’s usually a crisis it’s not just an ordinary issue. 
(22599:23282): D1   
 
Difficult, problematic people feature as part of the women senior leader’s challenges.  
Administration, role overlap, territorial domain and crisis management are amidst 
the many challenges that women leaders face. Principals in the focus group (D9) 
complain about the district officials losing documentation all the time. In fact, even if 
one district official errs, school principals blames the whole district. The respondent 
in the focus group laboured the point: 
 
I submitted ten times documentation … PA’s (will) phone for documents that 
you submitted a week ago, and they lost it. I think that’s a big problem 
(22308:24559): D10 (focus group) 
 
Many workplaces are characterised by constant instability ranging from 
restructuring, new appointments, policy changes, workplace culture and emotions 
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(Carrim & Nkomo, 2016). Power relations in the forms of disrespect, insubordination, 
gender dominance result in a variety of conflicts in the education district. These 
ultimately affect the interpersonal relationship of colleagues, and disturb the balance 
and harmony of the organisation.   
 
The intersectional approach views women in different social locations such as 
education district office, with the complexity of their varied experiences of disrespect, 
insubordination and male dominance towards them as they attempt to fulfil their 
leadership roles, all the while remaining committed to social justice (McCann & Kim, 
2013). From the women’s experience point of view, the intersectionality theory 
advocates the notion that women’s experience of oppression in varying 
configurations and degrees of intensity (Ritzer & Ryan, 2010). Ghodsee (2004) and 
Naidoo (2013) argues that the cultural feminists aim to find solutions on how the 
worst effects of patriarchy can be negotiated, as they support cultural difference.  
They find solutions using values such as cooperation, caring and non-violence, as 
the ‘ethics-based’ positive qualities that aid women in their leadership roles during 
conflict resolution (Qureshi, 2015: 639). The value of assertiveness and adhering to 
policy demands salvages their compromised positions. 
 
A factor that has further implications for women senior leaders, is their ability to 
balance their personal and professional life, which is the next major theme to be 
discussed. 
 
4.7 Theme 4: Balancing Work and Family Life 
 
Theme 4:  Balancing work and family life 
Sub-themes 
 a. Socio-economic status 
 b. Personal and professional life equilibrium 
 c. Time management 
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Balancing work and family life is the fouth theme in this research. For women that 
started out merely as teachers in a somewhat “half-day job” mainly because 
bursaries were on offer, unplanned career moves to the education district in senior 
leadership positions comes with its own challenges. The most practical challenges 
is attempting to satisfy the needs of family life with the impressively high demands 
of senior leadership. There are three sub-themes: socio-economic status is the first 
sub-theme with personal and professional life equilibrium as the second. The third 
sub-theme is time management. 
 
4.7.1 Socio-Economic Status 
 
Career choice for most education district senior leaders of the Gauteng East 
Education District women was limited. Patriarchy and poverty being the primary 
impediments to women advancing their careers (Moorosi, 2010; Mestry & Schmidt, 
2012; Mesty, 2014; Chisholm, 2001; Naidoo & Kongolo, 2004). Many of these senior 
leaders became teachers but would have opted for other careers if they had the 
financial means at the time of their undergraduate studies.   
 
The deputy director, Vani (D6), didn’t always want to be a teacher: “unfortunately, 
the financial situation at home forced me to go to (the) Transvaal College of 
Education because I was awarded a bursary to study there … law is what I was 
always passionate about. So that’s where I started my career in teaching”. 
 
Vani (D6), remembering her own career circumstances, was still motivated by her 
mother to make a difference in her life and the lives other many destitute children. 
 
When I first took up my teaching career … I was teaching a very 
disadvantaged community, it was really the poorest of the poor … and I 
started creating the opportunities for them … I felt if I was in a higher position 
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I could do more … I think my passion for education, making a difference in 
the lives of children. 
  (28786:29785): D6   
 
Poor socio-economic levels at home had impacted greatly on most of the women 
district senior leaders, which led many to becoming teachers largely due to the 
government bursary scheme offered to those who opt to become teachers. For 
some, the passion grew, as they ventured into roles they did not plan for. 
 
4.7.2 Personal and Professional Life Equilibrium 
 
Most working women strive to achieve a work-life balance, an equilibrium between 
work and family life because they bear the loads of being an employee and a 
housewife (Mani, 2013). One of the striking challenges women senior leaders in the 
education district face is to find a harmonious work-family life balance. Time is their 
biggest constraint due to ‘role conflict’ between family and work life (Blossfeld & 
Kienan, 2019: 8). Many chose teaching as a career without the ambition of seeking 
senior positions, and upon reflection, their family choices could have been different.  
Some have coped quite well with some small sacrifices! Ingrid (D1), a woman senior 
leader argues that “there might be cases where you do find that supportive family or 
husband and that female is exceling in her career” (30202:30596): D1. 
 
An IDSO, Kumi (D7), with two children emphatically stated that on religious grounds 
it is her “choice” to perform her motherly duties and “not that I’m expected to do it”.  
“I have a family that understands the position that I occupy” (19922:21593): D7. With 
that understanding, her role at work has been supported by her husband, who is 
also in education, and children. To fulfill her role as a mother and wife: “There was 
a stage in my life where I decided that in terms of my studies I needed to have to put 
that on hold and ensure that I give them the necessary support”. However, there 
was some regret in that her role as an educator would have bought her some time: 
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Maybe if I had five more years as an educator and had more of the flexible 
time, I could’ve have been a better mother and a better wife. 
(23124:23638): D7 
 
The first pressures of a senior role in the policy and planning directorate of the 
education district and being with a supervisor that was a “slave-driver” was felt by 
Thandi (D5). For two years, the DCES Thandi (D5) with her two children “used to 
carry work home all the time”.  Fortunately, “my husband was understanding …very 
supportive … and cooked for himself” when she had to work late. Now, promoted to 
a circuit manager position, she found a balance: “I have managed to separate work 
life and family life, I managed to juggle, and say, yes, this can wait for next week. 
This weekend is for the family” (18745:19865): D5. 
 
As a woman IDSO, Ingrid (D1), worked hard through the ranks from being an 
educator to a subject facilitator at the district, was finally appointed as an IDSO 
(18678:18801): D1. For her, her “current position specifically … is very demanding 
in terms of the time frames”. Ingrid (D1) complains that she has three school going 
children with a husband who “is not very supportive” and “is still expecting me to be 
the wife, the mother and the maid” (19329:19473): D1. She shared her frustrations: 
 
Homework and exam preparation is my job. I now have a system because 
the eldest one who is 16 is sometimes burdened to assist the two younger 
ones … I do get support from my sisters. Unfortunately, there are no 
grandparents from both sides (to assist). 
(19587:20326): D1 and (21388:21624): D1 
 
The IDSO (D1) further added: 
 
Unfortunately, the position that we are in as females we working with a male 
dominated space which is - the principals are mostly males … (when) I am at 
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work … I must focus on my work which sometimes becomes a problem 
because once I start focusing on work, I totally forget about the other 
responsibilities … I forget that there is a child to be picked up. 
(20461:21283): D1 
 
Some of the other female district senior leaders were able to negotiate their family 
and work roles better with an IDSO, Linda (D3) confirming “support from my sister 
… and brothers” and “an understanding husband” (31661:33182): D3. But, there 
were challenging times too:  
 
sometimes like I think it was last year … I will come home for two to three 
days … tomorrow I would come home at eleven; He will cook, do this and 
that and then I would do that … weekend(s) I would do the workshops, you 
know he will understand …like in this week I see him; next week what is 
interesting, we won’t see each other but we would be sleeping in the same 
house. 
(31661:33182): D3 
 
The circuit manager, Neo (D2) is a “single parent”, whose husband passed away, 
raising her 2 daughters with a “full time nanny”. Studying was “dump(ed)” because: 
 
I was married to a very traditional person, growth and development of a 
woman was often seen as being disrespectful. I remember when I did my 
honours degree he was not studying and we use to fight a lot when I came 
back late. Sometimes you sit in a study group preparing for an exam - so in a 
way his passing gave me the freedom to do this. 
(26981:27514): D2 
 
And a deputy district director, Vani (D6) had to burn “the midnight lamp” to complete 
her Masters’ degree (26126:26395): D6. Phumlane (D4), the district director, with 
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no husband and two girls “couldn’t balance my work and personal life very well and 
that’s why with my studies I couldn’t even manage” (37511:38365): D4. 
 
Unmarried women are extremely devoted to their jobs as they have more time and 
less responsibilities (Blossfeld & Kiernan, 2019: 8). Men, in general, are considered 
as the ”ideal” and “unencumbered” worker (Durbin & Tomlinson, 2010: 622). Ingrid 
(D1) feels that women that don’t marry and men are in a more favourable position: 
  
Many of them (women) that are succeeding in this role don’t have families or 
have given up their families … if the male is the leader the female or the wife 
is there as the support - it’s always been that way.  
(30202:30596): D1 
 
Women leaders find it difficult to ‘juggle’ between their personal and professional 
life, unless they are supported by family and other similar structures. Saartjie (D8) 
said that “where I come from, the old cultures and traditions applies. I’m a married 
woman and my husband is this husband who believes that ‘the place of a woman is 
in the kitchen’ … (and yet I’m) a senior leader”. (20983:21505): D8. For those who 
are expected to fit the three primary roles of; mother, wife and maid, and still satisfy 
their senior leadership role effectively is not only colossal but ruthlessly unbecoming 
for someone to adjust to such mindsets. Being a supervisor and a leader is a non-
traditional role for women, who are usually expected to simply be subordinates 
(Paludi, 2008). This is an unending struggle for some! 
 
4.7.3  Time Management 
 
The data collected has shown that limited career choices and finding the work and 
family life balance has always been the greatest hurdle for women in senior district 
positions. Women senior leaders in the Gauteng East Education District were able 
to negotiate many of the challenges, time being the biggest hurdle. Time, one’s most 
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precious asset, is the one indispensable and irreplaceable resource that people 
have (Tracy, 2014). 
 
Vani (D6) feels that appointing the most suitable woman for the job brings with it, the 
correct mix of leadership characteristics that women have. One of the key 
ingredients for success in the leadership role is to manage time: 
 
… I think a woman can multi task … They do make better leaders and I think 
because … there are so many different aspects of family life that they deal 
with and directly involved, that when it comes to managing at a level in (their) 
professional life, (they) are able to adapt those aspects … they are skilful at 
juggling and managing their time … (They) have the empathy …  they can 
relate and understand. I firmly believe that females make better leaders. 
(23063:23642): D6 
 
Preferring an equivalent position to an IDSO, Ingrid (D1) struggles to manage her 
time and therefore, opts to move in another position: “I would still be a senior 
manager but not in direct school support as IDSOs” because:  
 
Sometimes you are at SGB meetings till 7 or 8 o’ clock at night, you are with 
recruitment, and weekends you are working. It’s very demanding because 
sometimes you don’t even have time to take care of yourself. 
(22599:23282): D1 
 
Principals complained during focus group interviews (D9) that the district officials did 
not keep to time: “This one calls a meeting, then that another calls a meeting and 
still another calls a meeting … these meeting don’t always start on time”. They added 
that re-submitting documents duplicates time: “And I think resubmission of 
documents is an issue”. 
(22308:24559): D9 (focus group) 
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Tracy (2014) warns that when you feel ‘out of control’ of your time, you experience 
stress, anxiety and even depression. The women senior leaders may find ways to 
overcome time pressures by seeking help from their older children, grandparents, 
family members or care-givers. Those that are able to negotiate the “role-conflict” 
usually have supportive husbands. There were times when, even with the help of 
others, they struggle to meet deadlines or compromise on family time. 
 
Women’s personal, social and work life’s events and conditions are better 
understood by a multidimensional system with the many factors than shape them in 
diverse and mutually influencing ways (Lanehart, 2009). Women experiencing these 
‘role-conflicts’ of wife, mother and senior leader with time as a constraint can be 
explained using the intersectionality theory that is seen as a multidimensional tool 
for analysing these complexities and challenges and the methods of negotiating 
them (Collins & Bilge, 2016; Ibarra et al., 2013; Mestry, 2014). The next major theme 
that will be addressed is leadership styles. 
 
4.8 Theme 5: Leadership Styles 
 
Theme 5: Leadership styles 
Sub-themes 
 a. Formative years’ influence on personal leadership philosophy 
 b. Personality traits and behaviour 
   - assertiveness 
   - self-image 
   - trust and respect  
 c. Resilience 
 d. Leadership styles 
   - Democratic style of leadership 
   - Compliant leadership 
   - Transformational leadership 
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   - Situational style of leadership 
 e.  Communication and collaboration 
 
 
The formative years impacts on the way people view life and address complexities 
in their life. They develop personal traits as they negotiate lifes challenges. Often 
these traits and personal behaviours influence their leadership styles and promotes 
‘their’ philosophy on leadership. 
  
4.8.1  Formative Years’ Influence on Personal Leadership Philosophy 
 
One’s philosophy about leadership is often developed over years of serving in 
different work-related and leadership roles. The circuit manager, Thandi (D5), “an 
introvert”, was not “a leader” and most certainly “would not follow people” because 
she “could make (her) own decisions”. She indicated that her “parents” relationship 
influenced me … my parents respected each other. I never saw them fighting. But I 
would say in terms of influence, it was my mother”: She adopted the leadership 
styles of her first director, who was “not a micro-manager” (7638:8953) - D 5: 5: She 
maintains that: 
 
I find it very difficult to micro-manage … You know I have a team of people 
and I am a circuit manager. But the “circuit manager” is the title that I have. 
But I know that people even … two levels lower than me can influence 
decisions that I make. So, I am not a Boss in my team. I’m a participative 
manager – I was influenced by my first district director, who didn’t micro-
manage. 
(4398:7370): D5 
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Often we read about the most suitable leadership approach in contemporary times 
and purposefully attempt to adopt such philosophies and approaches. Quite 
appropriately Ingrid (D1) shared her views: 
 
I never really gave it a thought but … I would say a leader should be a mixture 
of things. I mean if you just going to be the person taking decisions all the 
time you might be losing your followers. So, for me consultation and just 
checking back whether people are in agreement with your way forward, your 
vision and obviously how you going to get there. 
(6290:6732): D1 
 
Linda (D3) expressed that “at times I have (be) democratic … (and at other times 
be) autocratic” (29451:30023): D3, while Vani (D6) explains: 
 
I would say my style of leadership; you know we speak about leadership and 
about those that are bureaucratic, about laissez faire … you need to be a 
transformational leader; transformation in the sense that every day is a 
different day. You cannot say I’m adopting this specific leadership style 
because of the personality types you dealing with in the organisation. You will 
change your leadership style to suite the situation the context in which it is. I 
would say I’m more a transformational leader. 
(22589:23179): D6 
 
The perspectives of most women leaders pointed to an adaptable or situational style 
of leadership.  It seems that most women in the education district philosophise about 
and adopt an approach that changes according to the needs of the current situation 
and the people that one is dealing with.   
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4.8.2  Personality Traits and Behaviour 
 
Respondent 2 from the district staff focus group (D10) felt that personality trait, not 
gender, was a significant aspect to being a leader: 
 
With me as well – I just think that as long as the person has the capabilities 
and as long as the person has the personality to lead because personality is 
very important. You must be friendly. Whether you are male or female, you 
need to be friendly. But there are some females that do not have the 
personality…. On the other hand, with the female leader, I feel that the 
female is more approachable and empathetic to the person and situations. 
 
(18085:20058): D10 (focus group) 
 
Personality traits and behaviours towards colleagues and subordinates are 
important tools to enhancing positive working relationships. Assertiveness is a key 
tool in the armoury of women leaders. 
 
4.8.2.1 Assertiveness 
 
One faulty perception that men have of women is that women lack assertiveness 
(Uwizeyimana & Mathevula, 2014). Although Neo (D2) is generally friendly, when 
situations present themselves, she asserts herself: 
 
I perceive myself as a very firm person but not rude; I am able to interact 
with people I can tell you exactly what I like and what I don’t like. 
(6585:6981): D2 
 
I like to develop people so in most of my interactions I call people I show them 
their mishaps and I interact why do you do this and why do you do that. There 
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are times where I have to be harsh and follow the formal route but very 
seldom do, I follow the whole disciplinary till dismissal. I think that labour 
background has helped me a lot. 
(18725:19207): D2 
 
Assertiveness, often confused with aggression, is a tool to improve work 
relationships between supervisor and subordinate making the relationship more 
equal, and for supervisors “getting their way” (Alberti & Emmons, 2017). It is an 
effective alternative in dealing with personal powerlessness or manipulation and 
feelings of anger, confusion, and helplessness. Women senior leaders are often 
assertive and use this as a tool against male domination. 
 
4.8.2.2  Self-Image 
 
Uwizeyimana and Mathevula (2014) argue that faulty perceptions are barriers to the 
advancement of women’s roles within society. A common and very prominent 
misconception is that women have a poor self- image (Uwizeyimana & Mathevula, 
2014; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001). The district director (D4) dispels the misconception 
that most women leaders have mediocre perceptions of themselves. Phumlane (D4) 
believes that because of her memory she developed good leadership skills: 
 
As a female Leader, one of the strong points that also I have realized, our 
memory is very sharp. Things that happen - I can carry this district - wake 
me up in in the middle of the night. I can tell you the grievances that have 
been there had been resolved without delay. I am totally committed to my 
work and therefore, I do not delegate important tasks to people in my team.  
Instead, I handled difficult tasks myself. 
(39719:40677): D4 
The experiences of women leaders in their day-to-day interaction with people, they 
also experience others passing on rumours about their abilities. It is therefore 
195 
 
important to have a strong self-image, then when these persist, they should be able 
to reflect on … if false, not to act on it but if there is some truth, to act on it. Kumi 
(D7) discovered: 
 
So, this wouldn’t be something I experienced directly it would probably be a 
rumour or something you hear in the corridors is that basically what you 
asking? I can give you an example: about two years ago it was one of the 
primary schools that I worked with where an ex staff member was having a 
conversation with one of the staff member’s and I had taken my daughter with 
me to the function she overheard this conversation. The individual being a 
male was asking the staff member about me as a district person. What she 
overheard was “how is she, can she manage and does she help the school 
in any way?” So, for me that was an eye-opener in terms of the way people 
actually view you. But also, how does one react to this? 
(14279:15192): D7 
 
Discrimination against women and insubordination in the workplace are rooted in 
androcentric organisational structures, policies and practices (Bobbitt-Zeher, 2011).  
Women face challenges due to stereotypes against them or the notion that ‘men are 
leaders’. Saartjie (D8) with only three years of occupying her position as an IDSO 
lacked a strong self-image rooted from old stereotypes: 
 
This senior position I’m in for three years. It’s not too long. What did I feel – I 
felt anxiety, dealing with male principals because in the old days, principals 
were male, especially in secondary schools. And me going there as a 
supervisor, to male principals – remember, me being a female, and I know in 
our culture, females cannot tell males what to do. So, I was a bit scared! It’s 
still there.             (12874:13991): D8 
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4.8.2.3 Trust and Respect 
 
Women face many challenges in a male-dominated work environment and men or 
women managers may contribute to or challenge this prevailing culture in the 
workplace (Ng & Pine, 2003). Both women and men have their own preferences 
about the gender of their supervisor (Ng & Pine, 2003). However, Ng and Pine’s 
(2003) study showed that whilst women seemed more comfortable working under 
both male or women supervisors, men were less comfortable working under a 
women leader. Oakly (2000: 327) contends that as subordinates become ‘familiar 
with the women managers as individuals’ in their own right rather than 
representatives of their sex, gender stereotypes tend to disappear, and the 
preferences for women managers are welcomed. The focus group interview 
discussion (D10) with women district staff about their female circuit manager 
revealed: 
 
… leadership is invested in the individual, not in the gender. For me, it’s not 
about being a male or a female. Am I going to trust you, am I going to respect 
you, are you going to treat me with trust and respect? Are you going to 
acknowledge my strengths and weaknesses? Are you going to invest the 
time in me to develop me? 
(18085:20058): D10 (focus group) 
 
Ingrid (D1) explained the importance of a fiduciary relationship: 
 
You also have to convince people to trust you. You do find that sometimes 
you are not trusted in your response because just when you turn your back 
K…  will phone F…, to report that M… said this and that.  Does it make sense? 
You do get that as well. 
(29061:29306): D1 
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The reactions of district staff members(D10) towards their women circuit manager 
had, in general, been neutral with regards to whether the circuit manager being a 
male or a woman. They viewed the manner and approach as more important in the 
hierarchical manager-subordinate relationship. For organisational effectiveness, 
trust, respect and professionalism within the manager-subordinate relationship 
should be adopted (Connell, Ferres & Travaglione, 2003). 
 
4.8.3  Resilience 
 
Within the South African context, very little research is available on resilience within 
the educational leadership domain. According to Duckworth, Quinn & Seligman 
(2009), resilience refers to bouncing back from adversity, demonstrating positive 
traits such as optimism, determination and commitment. Phumlane (D4) articulated 
the need for inner strength and to stand her ground as the district director: 
 
Actually, two males that really gave me a hard time, but … I had a way of 
making my voice very clear because I also have work to do; I cannot 
apologize. So those are the two people that really gave me a sort of hard 
time … so I wouldn’t say it has been an easy road. It had its own hurdles 
from time to time 
(30790:31243): D4 
 
Vani (D6), a deputy director forthrightly stated: 
 
At the district office I found that me, especially with the black culture, have a 
very domineering type of attitude and they feel that women are subservient 
to them. I had to stamp my authority when the time arose. 
(13115:14317): D6 
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She added: 
 
Now that we are given the opportunity to be in leadership roles men are 
looking at us to what difference are you going to make in an organisation 
(18269:19229): D6 
 
For women leaders to be successful in their leadership roles, managing skills such 
as grit, resilience, self-control and emotional intelligence needs to be developed 
(Duckworth, Quinn & Seligman, 2009). These skills incorporated into their leadership 
styles can provide adequate tools to deal with the many challenges and barriers they 
face on a daily basis.   
 
4.8.4 Leadership Styles 
 
Cultural assumptions and gendered understandings largely influence power and 
authority. A women leader in education (district office) is often considered an 
‘oxymoron’, as being female equates to lacking authority or being a poor leader 
(Martin, 2011: 119). Yet, women have an advantage under contemporary conditions 
as they are more likely to lead in a style that is effective, than men (Eagly & Carli, 
2003). As women leaders have increased in senior positions, their approach has 
been accompanied by changes in conventional leadership practices and theories.  
Contemporary social scientists and leadership theorists associate teamwork, 
collaboration, ability to empower, support, productive work relationships and 
commitment with good leadership (Eagly & Carli, 2003). The district team reporting 
to their female circuit manager, claim that in their focus-group interview (D10), they 
“relate well to her because she is open … friendly … and approachable”. There was 
much support for their circuit manager because “she is a very professional leader. 
You can rely on her also, and even her manner of approach. She knows what to 
say, when!” 
(592:1033): D10 (focus group): 
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Yukl (2013) argues that leadership styles influence leaders’ effectiveness. The 
leadership style of the leaders is more relevant to the district staff rather than the 
gender of the leader. During the focus group (D10) interview, the respondent 3 
indicated: 
 
We can’t run away from the fact that it is male or female. Our previous district 
director was a female and the current one is also a female. But they are not 
the same. We’ll compare the leadership styles because they may not be the 
same. For me, it depends on the leadership styles. We may have ten female 
district directors, but the style matters.  The (one) female director, she was 
dynamic, decisive, and so on. But the (other) – more erratic, you know! 
(18085:20058): D 10 (focus group) 
 
One of the women district staff members expressed her feelings about being a boss 
or a leader: “I would say, every person is unique. As long as you are not the boss 
but a leader. Then it is fine with me. Whether it is a male or female, it doesn’t matter” 
(18085:20058): D10. 
 
The tendency of the old terms of “superintendent” and “inspector” used to produce 
‘tension’ in schools to the extent that teachers would ‘’rehearse’’ for their inspector’s 
visits so that their vulnerability is minimised (Perryman, 2009: 618). Cluster leaders 
and IDSOs have similar roles to the old inspectorate but their approach is that of 
“institution development and support”, with support being the fundamental 
operational focus. An IDSO, Saartjie (D8), coming through the ranks as teacher, 
lecturer and subject facilitator defines her role, which is similar to most of the IDSOs 
in this education district: 
 
… for me I don’t want the principal to see me as a senior (but) as a colleague 
who’s there to support and develop and I think where I’m coming from in the 
past during the last year you know all of the inspectors, where people must 
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fear you - it shouldn’t be the situation like that. That’s why you have to display 
some compassion … when I go to a school, I must start there; how are you? 
how are you doing? How’s family and you know, you don’t have to be coming 
here (and start questioning) are these right? 
(17016:17542): D8 
 
For her, when going to schools (20664:21131): D8, “I give my all because that’s 
where I’m able … (and it) is about ensuring that we may attain the highest standard”.  
The focus on a few types of leadership will follow. 
 
4.8.4.1 Democratic Style of Leadership 
 
A meta-analysis of gender differences in leadership style found that women leaders 
adopted a more democratic and participative style, involving subordinates in 
decision-making (Antonakis & Day, 2017). This democratic and participative style is 
evident in education district leaders. Vani (D6) emphasised that good decisions were 
made when she consulted with her staff. Her success is attributed to frequent 
consultations with them.  
 
Always consulting with your staff - that’s very important, making them part of 
your decision making … So, you need to look and consider all the knowledge 
that people are willing to give you and base the outcome of your decision on 
that knowledge. Don’t have that rigid approach where you think you know it 
all and eventually you realise you should have consulted and not have taken 
this decision on my own. 
(7041:7779): D6 
 
Saartjie (D8) posits:  
One of the things that I can be able to indicate; I think you have to be a 
visionary leader, who consults with your team - you must see beyond your 
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impossibilities and when you deal with Principals, let them be part of the 
decision-making. 
(26135:26786): D8 
 
Thandi (D5) described her leadership style emphasising collaboration and 
negotiation. Communication is at the heart of negotiation and a democratic 
leadership style. Women in leadership positions use communication styles that are 
more collaborative and less hierarchical than those of their male colleagues 
(Vinkenburg et al., 2011; Eagly & Carli, 2003): 
 
When I sense insubordination, I always like to call a person to understand 
whether that person realizes it. Most of the time, I talk to them. But, I’m not 
that kind of manager who likes to threaten people with charges … I think I 
interact very well with everybody at all levels from the security guard to the 
cleaner. Maybe I’d say it’s my negotiations skills … I love working with people 
and I think I should respect and for me to get the respect I need to 
(collaborate). 
(17435:18619): D5 
 
Eagly and Carli (2003:810) describe men’s leadership as ‘command-and-control’, 
while women’s leadership as collaborative and interactive. Due to the varied 
approaches of male and women leaders when giving instructions to their 
subordinates, the reactions are not always the same. There is, however, the attitude 
that ”at the end of the day, she is my senior” (1172:2222): D10 and therefore, the 
instruction ”carry’s the same weight as for men”. When asked how do they respond 
to women circuit manager’s instructions, compared to male leaders’ instructions, the 
data from two respondents revealed in favour of the approach rather than the actual 
instruction:  
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I don’t think there is much difference for us to carry out the instruction. 
Whether it’s a male or a female. Sometimes, but it depends on the approach 
… I can’t say it’s better with a female, whereas the approach is not as good 
as male. It all depends on the approach rather than the gender … because 
there is consultation and collaboration 
 
I would actually not use the word instruction. It’s more a collaborative 
approach. We need to do this, can you contribute your part. It’s never where 
I felt that she gave an instruction … (or that) I don’t have a choice in it. 
Although it is within her mandate, she always does it in such a way that you 
want to do it and not feel forced and cornered by a request. Request is more 
a better word because of her approach. 
(1172:2222): D10 (focus group) 
 
4.8.4.2  Compliant Leadership 
 
One of the significant threats to education leaders is the pressure of a particular type 
of regulation (Abbate, 2010). For these leaders, compliance becomes a surrogate 
for quality, where meeting regulations and policies becomes the main priority for the 
leader and the only systems that matter are those that demonstrate conformity 
(Abbate, 2010). The compliance model of leadership, forces compliance at any cost 
(Kerfoot & Wantz, 2003). This leadership and management by hierarchy and 
bureaucratic controls clearly does not work as it infringes on the natural path of a 
collaboration style (Kerfoot & Wantz, 2003). Most women leaders are policy driven 
and tend to use policies in their leadership and management interactions with 
stakeholders. Ingrid (D1) avers that: 
 
Although policy is my guiding principle, I should not be deviating from policy 
because otherwise if you deviate from policy you will get yourself into trouble. 
You would allow people to do things their own way outside policy and they 
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grow used to that. So, it’s always a factor to remind them. I normally try to 
establish a good working relationship with a person so that we trust one 
another. 
(4876:5873): D1 
 
Kumi (D7) concurs with Ingrid: 
 
No, not with the current position where people are disrespecting me. No, I 
haven’t had that not even from schools. One of the bones of contention is 
instructions that come from higher up and basically you need to carry out the 
instruction but personally you don’t agree with something. Also, about policies 
- I said that’s basically the core function is to ensure that a policy is followed 
because we are implementers of policy. 
(12873:13910): D7 
 
The focus group interview (D9) with school principals showed that often district 
officials ‘enforce compliance’ by general unreasonable threats to all principals: 
 
I really don’t like the sentence “you will be charged” – I hate that! You must 
sit there in the meeting and then they say you will be charged and this is 
going to happen for not complying. Do that to me, one-on-one, don’t say it 
over the whole meeting. If there is a problem with me, speak to me directly. 
(22308:24559): D9 (focus group) 
 
The fundamental role of district officials is to support the school principals and school 
staff, to ultimately promote quality education. The women district senior leaders 
show commitment to supporting their schools, with many using collaboration and 
teamwork as a modus operandi. However, there are many instances where 
principals and district staff are ‘reminded’ about being charged for non-compliance 
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or failure to meet deadlines. When a woman district director ‘threatens’ principals in 
meetings, this trend follows with the rest of the district officials.   
 
4.8.4.3  Transformational Leadership 
 
Transformational leadership dimensions such as the communal approach to leading, 
individualised consideration and inspirational motivation are increasingly associated 
with effective leadership (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). The district senior 
leaders find an ally if women subordinates based on their more communal approach 
style – “Your approach is very important” (12813:13004): D6. Thandi (D5) finds that 
her work still needs to get done: 
 
I think - they (males) agree to do something but when it comes to delivery, 
I’m not satisfied. As a result, in my mind - I can’t rely on them (female) one 
hundred percent. When I want things to move, my female staff are used. They 
are supportive. And you know it is so strange because in most instances 
people don’t like female leaders. 
(14500:15421): D5 
 
The gendered male-female power pulls in the education district office, where women 
attempt to stamp their authority using a mix of both assertive and communal 
approaches, and male subordinates overtly or covertly challenge their authority by 
not meeting deadlines, showing dissent or impatience. The reaction from most 
women senior leaders is that the principals appear to cooperate, perhaps due to the 
higher ratio of women in senior positions and that the district office is being led by a 
woman. Interestingly, where there is a lower representation of women in the higher 
echelons, like district directorship explained in the empirical data, the male 
overpowers the talks and show a lesser interest in human relations. 
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Vani (D6) sees herself as a transformational leader. Analysis that draw on personal 
experience in organisations, surveys and interviews, there are writers that maintain 
that women leaders are less hierarchical, more cooperative and collaborative, and 
oriented towards enhancing others’ self-worth (Eagly & Carli, 2003). These scholars 
argue that these patterns of behaviour make women superior leaders for 
contemporary organisations as they are more transformational in their approach 
than males (Eagly & Carli, 2003; Vinkenburg et al., 2011; Eagly & Carli, 2007; 
Antonakis & Day, 2017). 
 
That would then make me the transformational leader; to get the team to my 
level, to act in a professional manner and stick to policy because people need 
to know why they are doing certain things. I have thought them that and we 
have come a long way and today I am proud to say that our sub-directorate 
educational operations and support (ESS) is a winning team. How I am able 
to establish that is the positive feedback I get from principals and stake 
holders; certificates that are actually coming from schools to say thank you 
for allowing your team to come and support us. Our doors are always open 
to them.  
(15774:17210): D6 
 
Women and men leadership styles have been portrayed as different and contrasting, 
leading to preferences created amongst subordinates. Oakley (2000: 328) claims 
that promoting the women leadership style as superior may be the same as placing 
women on a pedestal which disadvantages them by both setting them up for a fall 
and creating a ‘feminine style’ that may not consider individual differences and 
peculiarities. The view of respondent 1 (D10) concurs with the other respondent 
because they claim that unique make up of a leader may have far-reaching effects 
on whether the leader is male or female:  
 
206 
 
without raising their voice, being to the point, assertive and there are no 
negotiations. 
         (18085:20058): D10   
 
To sum up this section: most respondents in their interviews expressed a gender 
neutral approach to their preference of having either a male or female manager. The 
points that were emphasised upon which managers were preferred were the unique 
individual characteristics of the leader, the personality traits and the leadership style.  
This is contrasting to the findings of Ng & Pine (2003: 97) where the feeling is the 
‘people trust men more’ and believe that men make better leaders than women.   
 
The aim of socialist feminists is to seek parity and equality in the workplace, and 
attempt to eradicate the male-female dominance complex. Their personal traits and 
behaviours of assertiveness and resilience together with many of the women leaders 
in the education district employing a more transformational leadership style of 
sympathy and understanding, promotes the socialist feminists’ agenda.   
 
4.8.4.4  Situational Leadership 
 
Phumlane (D4) offered insight of her perspective after occupying many leadership 
positions at different levels: 
 
My personal philosophy is that the space of leadership is very circumstantial! 
It’s very situational. But there are basic principles that you hold very firmly 
to. That the basic principles of planning, leading, coordination gives you the 
strategic approach. … there are instances where my leadership has to go 
sporadic, got (to) act on the spot! There are instances where you need to 
take a calculated approach for this … once I stick to the philosophy of 
leadership from a bureaucratic point of view to an autocratic and kind of 
Laisse-faire. For leadership is about people, it’s not about the machines that 
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you’re driving. Leadership is about understanding that there is a cry; there is 
a person to deal with.  
(22470:23942): D4 
 
4.8.5  Communication and Collaboration 
 
Good communication is one of the leading adhesives for workplace productivity, and 
promotes the employees’ welfare, health, morale and efficiency (Ajala, 2012). A 
good communication network in the workplace promotes motivation amongst its 
workers as it restricts differences. Weak internal communication among senior 
officials of the education district leads to a lack of coordination between departments 
and a major barrier to quality management implementation (Talib, Rahman & 
Qureshi, 2011). 
 
Principals complained during focus group interviews (D9) about meetings, 
documents, and the manner in which principals are addressed: 
 
The communication at the district level is not good. They don’t communicate 
between themselves. This one calls a meeting, then another calls a meeting 
and still another calls a meeting – the one is at quarter past one, the other at 
half past one and the other (third) says two o clock. They expect us to be at 
all three. There is a lack of communication inside the district office, at their 
level. 
 
And I think resubmission of documents (is an issue) … when the PA’s 
phones for documents that you already submitted a week ago … and they 
lost it. I think that’s a big problem as well. 
 
They generalise and also, I hate it when they ‘name and shame’ thing at the 
meeting. I’m a cell phone away, I’m not a phone call away. Instead of 
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addressing issues personally with principals’ one-on-one, they would 
publicly humiliate them. 
(22308:24559): D9 (focus group) 
 
Differences can be avoided based on one’s perspective and the understanding of 
the parties involved. An interesting explanation by one female circuit manager to the 
harsh tone with school principals revealing the pressure these education district 
officials are continuously faced with:” Sometimes you know head office people are 
very rude they just phone you and they scream at you … saying (that) as district 
officials we have done nothing” (22472:24828): D2. District officials are under 
continuous pressure from head office and schools. Passing their frustrations onto 
schools leads to more tension and conflicts. Instead, one’s emotional intelligence 
can repair many estranged relationships. 
 
A district team member reporting to a female circuit manager expressed during their 
focus group interview (D10), the understanding of their circuit manager: 
 
(Who is more) collaborative … It’s never where I felt that she gave an 
instruction. Although it is within her mandate, she always does it in such a 
way that you want to do it … because of her approach. 
(1172:2222): D10 (focus group) 
 
Neo (D2), a circuit manager details their communication agreements and 
disagreements with her team: 
 
We just never argue although sometimes with my cluster leaders we do 
sometimes have heated arguments in terms of how I do things and how they 
would have rather done it.  But we are able to work through it.  It is important 
to agree to disagree. 
(20078:20964): D2 
209 
 
 
Communication is at the heart of all education district operations. Much of the 
pressure from head office, infiltrates education district officials, who invariably 
pressurises school principals. Neo (D2) says that the chief director was “screaming 
and shouting” at her (22472:24828) in a matter related to the MEC (member of 
executive council) for education. And yet, she did nothing wrong! Despite challenges 
and disagreements in the education districts at all levels, good communication must 
be promoted. No group (education district) purpose can be achieved without 
communication (Egolf, 2013). 
 
A collaborative atmosphere in education, uniting two or more points of view, creates 
a synergy of sorts in approaching overwhelming situations (Slater & Ravid, 2010).  
It is important for collaboration and support for a woman from “a lower level” to be 
supported to grow to “a very senior level” in the education district. Kumi (D7) having 
gone through the “rungs of the ladder” (24553:25498) suggests: 
 
… each supporting rank assists you in terms of the way you manage people 
because having gone through that you basically can put yourself into 
somebody else’s shoes. In terms of the support … being male or female … 
we (are) basically assigned with the same kind of support. We are fortunate 
in the sense that in the district there’s an organogram that is already pre-
populated before you actually take up your position. So, it’s not like you 
coming in there and you starting to source your different support. Your PA is 
there already whether you come in as male or female. Your schools are there 
already. So, it’s basically you just coming into a position and you need to start 
adapting. 
(24553:25498): D7 
According to Eagly et al. (2000), two sets of gendered roles linked to the social 
behaviours of women and male leaders that are pertinent to understanding 
leadership are the agentic and communal characteristics. Leaders that nurture a 
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pattern of interpersonally facilitative and friendly behaviours are termed communal 
and ones that favour a flow of relatively assertive and independent behaviours are 
termed agentic. Communal characteristics are clearly depicted below. Ingrid (D1), 
through her openness, experienced support and collaboration from her principals: 
 
Then also in particular I have two principals who are also guiding me knowing 
that I am new in the trade. I would share some experiences and scenarios 
with them and they would guide me with how to deal with it which is a positive 
contribution that some of them are making. Generally, I don’t have that sense 
of them looking down on me. Perhaps the consultative approach and not the 
authoritative approach to say I am here and … 
(12405:14842): D1 
 
Ingrid (D1) suggested the need for support through collaboration in all the circuits to 
approach similar work-related issues and advice. This type of cohesion promotes 
teamwork and growth in the education districts.  
 
Yes, there should be that type of get together but there isn’t. What we are 
currently having though is just within our circuit; you would come and report 
on your issues and your circuit manager would offer some advice or the other 
cluster leaders (IDSOs) would also advice. So, we have that small network 
within the circuit. I do think at our own level as cluster leaders we should get 
together (within the whole district) and not just in one circuit. 
(28463:28849): D1 
 
During the focus group another interviewee responded about their interactive and 
collaborative relationship with their circuit manager: 
 
We have a good relationship with the circuit manager…. she understands 
and she even tries to learn from each one of us. 
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(592:1033): D10 (focus group) 
 
Such interactive networks of support build confidence in dealing with difficult issues 
within the education district and would be better able to support the women agenda 
of gender equity and equality. Communication and collaboration are vital for the 
education district to implement all its systems and processes effectively. 
 
Using both the intersectionality theory and feminism helps to understand that the 
categories of oppression against women are interconnected and manifest in a 
variety of discriminations against women leaders (Lanehart, 2009). Women 
negotiate these subtle discriminations through agency and personal qualities such 
as assertiveness, self-image, trust and respect. They adopt the democratic, 
transformational and situational leadership styles, as part of their agentic and 
feministic approaches so that they may become effective leaders. 
 
In their pursuit to overcome and negotiate discriminations and power relations 
against them, there is a need to support and develop them. 
 
4.9 Theme 6: Leadership Support and Development 
 
Theme 6: Leadership Support and Development 
Sub-themes 
 a. Induction, coaching and mentoring 
 b. Self-development and networking 
 c. Importance of attending conferences and workshops 
 
Women who aspire to or gain access to leadership roles in the education district 
office, face four major challenges that inhibit their performance of their leadership 
roles or gaining access to them. The first is the paucity of role models for women 
due to fewer women leaders. Second is gendered career paths and gendered work 
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that limit women from seizing opportunities in roles that were designed to fit men’s 
lives. Thirdly is women’s lack of access to effective networks, mentors and sponsors 
as men’s networks provide more informal help than women’s networks do. The 
fourth challenge is the double bind: women’s roles learnt in society of being nice, 
nurturing and collaborative are at odds with qualities thought necessary for 
leadership such as being decisive, firm and taking charge (Ibarra et al., 2013). 
 
This theme takes us through women leaders’ experiences and responses to their 
experiences in the hope that these insights will help to identify ways and means from 
which future potential women leaders might benefit. 
 
4.9.1 Induction, Coaching and Mentoring 
 
Mentoring refers to the process whereby an experienced person (mentor), taps into 
and nurtures an inexperienced person’s (mentee) potential in order to develop the 
person both personally and professionally (Ragins & Kram, 2007; Lancer, 
Clutterbuck & Megginson, 2016). In other words, the mentor serves as a role model, 
friend and advisor to the mentee, thus helping the mentee to develop a work identity, 
to gain more confidence and to become more competent in the work situation. 
Mentoring is a prerequisite for women pursuing a career as it helps them exploit their 
potential in a highly demanding and competitive work environment (Wilen-Daugenti, 
et al., 2013; Laukhuf & Malone, 2015). 
 
Researchers (Walker, Bush & Oduro, 2006; Bush & Heystek, 2006; Van der 
Westhuizen & Van Vuuren, 2007) concur that education leaders, in South Africa, are 
not adequately prepared or meaningfully inducted to take up their responsibilities.  
This is very apparent in the experiences of the following respondents: Ingrid (D1) 
shared: “Perhaps I must just go a step back; in me getting here and I think I have 
touched on it a little earlier - that there was no mentorship” (26949:28232): D1.  Vani 
(D6) explains: 
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I would say that the Department of Education really needs to look at a proper 
mentoring program for especially new comers into positions. I’m speaking 
from myself; if I look at my mentoring process there was not much of a 
mentoring process. Ok fine the director gave me opportunities to act in her 
position but I wasn’t mentored into that position. When working in a senior 
district role, at least there should be an induction into the role by a senior 
experience person. 
(31281:33431): D6 
 
However, Phumlane (D4) indicated: 
  
They are not being nurtured into the positions that they’re in. Instead, we are 
compelled to attend conferences all the time, which does not necessary serve 
as induction or mentoring.  
(44326:44766): D4 
 
Van der Westhuizen and Van Vuuren (2007), as well as Walker et al. (2006) point 
out that there is a need for a well-structured strategy as current district leaders are 
overcoming challenges through trial and error. There is a need to provide women 
senior leaders with mentors to help them overcome leadership challenges (Moorosi, 
2012). Sherman (2005) argues that formal mentoring and development 
programmes, which are practically non-existent for district senior leaders, may 
increase their networking with other women leaders. An alternative to mentoring 
would be coaching, a task focused tool for leadership development, which is done 
for a specified period and has a set agenda to reinforce or change skills and 
behaviours of individuals (Garvey et al., 2010). These views are echoed by the 
following respondents.   
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Ingid (D1) was emphatic that she responded as follows:  
 
So definitely there must be a structured mentorship programmes which would 
include networking with others, which should include expertise. They should 
have an induction type of course which include a package of scenarios - 
though it would differ from school to school - you have the basic knowledge 
of how to deal with certain issues in the schools. 
(26949:28232): D1 
 
A deputy district director, Vani (D6) concurred with Ingrid and substantiated as 
follows: 
 
. . .what I would say is that the department needs to have a structure in place 
where all the new incumbents are taken through a form of induction, a whole 
process of leadership, management and organizational behaviour and 
change management processes because every day there’s change 
management processes that one needs to be taken into. I also think that the 
performance management systems where you know people ask for their 
development needs to seriously be taken into consideration. Wherever 
people are asking for development, like mentoring or coaching, there needs 
to be a structured way in which we do this and within specified time frames 
 (31281:33431): D6 
 
By implication, Ingrid (D1) and Vani (D6) is suggesting that there should be an 
induction programme as well. Because women leaders have been marginalised, 
there is an urgent need for these women in leadership positions to be subjected to 
induction programmes. Naicker and Mestry (2015) argue that there is inadequate 
induction of principals into the principalship, and similarly, for senior district officials 
in their district roles. There should be mentoring and peer support for women district 
officials (Schmidt & Mestry, 2015). 
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Phumlane (D4), the district director explains: 
 
They must be subjected to women dialogues as leaders. They must be taught 
- they must be coached. I had a coach in my office and - it’s just because I 
want to learn from him. But him being a male, at times were not at the same 
spaces, we could differ from time to time. 
(44326:44766): D4 
 
4.9.2 Self-Development and Networking 
 
Good leaders are proactive in their own development. They make concerted efforts 
to better themselves by researching, networking and observing. This is precisely 
what the following respondents feel was critical in their own development: 
 
Linda (D3) confirmed that:  
 
My support and advice is for yourself; to develop yourself first. you have to 
develop in terms of when you develop yourself in all aspects … educationally 
because I saw you getting more information - you know at the same time, 
develop yourself you know the positive attitude. And you know exactly what 
you’re getting yourself into …  
(33961:34913): D3 
 
Vani (D6) concurs with Linda (D3) and took the initiative of developing herself: 
 
Then I took it upon myself to Google and learn everything about strategic 
management and that’s how I was able to apply myself. Looking at people 
overseas, looking at articles and looking at the private sector as well because 
we are very restricted to education in an educational context but if you look 
216 
 
at the private sector there’s a lot of practices that one can actually adopt in 
the educational field.  
(31281:33431): D6 
 
The first respondent of the focus group interview argued that qualifications is more 
important than mere experience:  
 
You cannot compromise qualifications in terms of management. Experience 
is a bad substitute, thinking that that is enough to make informed decisions 
… You should know the strengths and the weaknesses of the people you 
work with. And if you appoint someone for their expertise, you trust them. 
You cannot appoint incompetent people in key positions. Because if you 
don’t, you end up over-burdening others in the unit … If someone is bringing 
expertise to your unit, whether you like them or not, you need to respect 
them. This is for me the biggest drawback within education – they do not 
appoint, competent, passionate people. And those that are not playing their 
part are put ‘in cotton wool’. 
(20172:22230): D10 (focus group) 
 
Qualifications and experience have a significant role to play in education (Fakeye, 
2012). Both are necessary! Women senior leaders can only benefit and grow with 
the knowledge of their work environment and good communication skills. Many of 
the participants indicated that they considered developing themselves rather than 
waiting for the department of education to develop them. It was this initiative of self-
development that created opportunities for them and hence, were able to secure 
some of the most senior positions of education districts.   
 
Linda (D3) also explained that part of her leadership development was the result of 
networking with academics at universities and colleagues, in the district and head 
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office, which gave her the opportunity of becoming an effective leader. She 
explained: 
 
… because I should think one thing that’s helping me - I’m doing this part time 
lecturing at the University of Pretoria you know these contact sessions - 
sometimes when they need me, then I would do that so I interact with others 
because remember I’m doing financial management, the other is doing Law, 
the other one … So, I’m meeting different people. Some of them are district 
Officials. So, for me, I’m networking because you would go to Nelspruit, you 
would go to Kokstad, you would go to Durban. So, I’ve met different people 
… This helped me to grow. 
(37199:38557): D3 
 
Mentoring and networking are essential development tools to enhance women’s 
leadership roles, which help in building their skills, contacts and confidence. The 
challenge for women in education districts is the lack of many other women 
colleagues to network with or gain support from (Moorosi, 2010). Furthermore, the 
challenges of family life restricts women leaders. For instance, when there are social 
evenings to foster networking, women are once again limited and cannot participate 
freely (Mani, 2013). Phumlane (D4) added that: 
  
As a woman, I would support that young up-coming woman leader and 
encourage them to grow. To say you’ve got to affiliate to a particular 
organization of women leaders in the country - you must - yes, importantly, 
to network. 
(44796:44986): D4 
 
It is also important that positive steps are taken by education districts to secure 
resources to develop and support existing female staff as appeals. Improving one’s 
professional qualification in educational management is an ongoing process. 
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Lifelong learning is useful when one is able to reuse and transfer knowledge from 
one task to another, and at the same time retain the previously learned knowledge-
base (Tessler, Givony, Zahavy, Mankowitz & Mannor, 2017). Linda (D3) has her 
Master’s degree. 
 
I still want to do PhD Degree but when I’m done with it, what is it that I’m 
going to do with it? … to close the gap(s) (in schools) … so even if I’m on 
retirement still I want to come back and assist schools … I think it’s the right 
time to develop these small research papers … and communicate with my 
former lecturers at the University of Pretoria to say I have identified this”  
(40324:41051): D3 
 
It is important to understand the need for self-development by furthering one’s 
studies as a women leader but as indicated by the IDSO, achieving a qualification is 
one thing, but using it meaningfully is another. 
 
4.9.3 Importance of Attending Conferences and Workshops 
 
As part of in-service development, and on-the-job training, Vani (D6), the deputy 
district director, emphasised the importance of the department allocating budgets for 
the attendance of conferences and workshops. She explained: 
 
Then the department also needs to look at their budget for conferences; at 
present we are unable to attend conferences there’s no budget available. 
That really pulls us back because we don’t have the opportunity to be able to 
sit shoulder to shoulder with people from different spheres of life to be able 
to share and have discussions on issues that are pertaining to our work place. 
(31281:33431): D6 
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Attending conferences and workshops related to one’s job, helps one keep abreast 
of the latest developments and changes. An educational leader must be aware of 
changes in education policies and educational practices, their communication 
strategies, their organisation and its dynamics. Respondent 2 of the focus group 
interview (D10), relates  
 
… upgrading their knowledge about the happenings … the more information 
you have, the more powerful you are! Keeping abreast of the current issues 
is so important for confidence and to give direction to principals. 
(20172:22230): D10 (focus group) 
 
However, development has to suit women leaders. Grogan (2005) surmises that 
developing women for senior leadership positions requires a consideration of the 
second-generation bias and the specific needs of females as a developing group 
including the gendered contexts in which women work as is so aptly portrayed in the 
difficulty experienced. The circuit manager, Neo (D2), feels very strongly that a 
Teachers’ College is a better environment in which to educate potential teachers.  
Universities, she feels, “exposes students to a more laissez faire type of attitude 
which creates a misunderstanding of the manner in which teachers should conduct 
themselves”. The crucial role that a college plays in creating a professional mind-set 
is further emphasized by Saartjie D8: 
 
So, I did my secondary teachers diploma in a college environment very strict 
we were like high school kids but the mindset; I think those people have 
actually worked on my mind. That prepared me for life because when I did 
my BA it was self-study and I managed to complete my studies then I went 
on to do my honours at RAU. It was all self-study so you know it develops 
you and prepares you a lot. 
(11352:11890): D8 
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Leadership development and support is crucial to the role of women senior leaders 
in the education district. The use of development programmes such as mentoring, 
coaching and induction will be a strong advantage when combined with 
empowerment tools of networking, attending workshops and conferences, and self-
development. There is no end to development as people learn all the time. 
 
Collins (2000) states that intersectionality helps to account for the complexity of the 
woman’s lived experiences, recognising that race, class, and gender are markers of 
power creating intersecting axes used to reinforce power relations and forms of 
oppression (Collins, 2000). There are very little networking opportunities for women 
senior leaders due to the low representation of women in senior positions in the 
education district office. There is also inadequate monitoring, role-modelling or 
coaching opportunities due to prevalence of the androcentric hierarchy and 
organisational processes set up by male figures in the past. The strong feminist 
ideals combined with the focus on gender equity programmes that are being 
implemented, makes way for leadership development and support to be customised 
to suit women district senior leaders. 
 
As part of this mixed methods case study, the analysis and interpretation of both the 
qualitative and quantitative study is combined in the same chapter. The next section 
deals the quantitative data collected. 
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SECTION 2:  ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION OF 
QUANTITATIVE DATA 
 
4.10 Introduction 
 
Section 2 details the analysis and interpretation of the quantitative data gathered.  
The quantitative data using a questionnaire was obtained from school principals and 
district management teams were undertaken concurrently with the qualitative 
research. A total of 212 questionnaires were distributed to principals and the district 
management team, resulting in 54 responses (DMT). 
 
Cohen et al. (2018) and Morgan (1998:362) assert that ‘different methods have 
different strengths’ and different sampling sizes and sampling strategies are used 
for different purposes. The principle of ‘complementarity’ that combines the 
strengths of two methods could produce more than those same methods that are 
offered individually (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2004:770). For this study, the 
‘secondary quantitative method with a smaller sample than the qualitative study’ was 
used as the complementary method (Morgan, 1998:370). Using a smaller 
quantitative study assisted in evaluating and interpreting results in a principally 
qualitative study. It added new strengths to the existing data, examined different 
levels of a question with different insights, increased confidence in inferences, 
produced a more complete understanding of women senior leaders’ experience 
within the education district’s organisational culture, allowed for triangulation, and 
enhanced the validity of the results (Sykes, Schneider & Plank, 2012; Morgan, 1998; 
Yauch & Steudel, 2003). The views of school principals and the DMT is important to 
this study as they engaged with women senior leaders of the district on a daily basis.  
Hence, even the small sample size (N = 54) targeting the school principals and the 
DMT was essential.   
 
222 
 
The quantitative survey tool comprised of five sections. Section A focused on the 
biographical data of the respondents, section B focused on background data, section 
C dealt with leadership styles and roles, while section D aimed at barriers and 
challenges. The last section, E, dealt with support and development.  
 
The analysis of the quantitative data included the following: 
 Descriptive statistics pertaining to the 54 quantitative respondents from Section 
A of the questionnaire. 
 Factor analysis of Section B of the questionnaire which illuminated the 
background, culture, qualifications and equity.   
 Factor analysis of Section C of the questionnaire which explained the leadership 
styles and roles aimed at giving direction and development. 
 Factor analysis of Section D of the questionnaire which elucidated the barriers 
and challenges faced by women leaders. 
 Factor analysis of Section E of the questionnaire which dealt with support and 
development.  
 Statistical testing for association between the dependent variable in Sections B, 
C, D and E, and the independent variables. 
 
4.11 Descriptive Statistics of the Sample 
 
The descriptive statistics provide an overview of the details of the respondents that 
took part in the quantitative survey. 
 
4.11.1 Mother Tongue: 
 
The frequency of mother tongue of the respondents in the sample is shown in Figure 
4.1. 
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Figure 4.1: Clustered chart depicting the frequency of mother tongue groups 
in the sample 
 
The data in Figure 4.1 shows that the majority of the respondents in the sample 
speak English as their home language (38,9 %), followed by Afrikaans (33,3%) and 
then African languages (27,8%). The following statistics about languages mostly 
spoken in the Gauteng Province include African languages (74,3%); English (13,3%) 
and Afrikaans (12,4%) (South Africa Gateway, 2019). The sample in this study was, 
therefore, over-represented by both English and Afrikaans, and under-represented 
by African languages. One of the possible reasons for this could be that there is still 
a high representation of non-Africans serving as principals and as members of the 
DMT. Also, it would appear that many of the African principals did not return the 
questionnaires (Gauteng Department of Education, 2015). A greater number of 
Afrikaans and English speaking principals and DMT members returned the 
questionnaires. 
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4.11.2 Gender 
 
Figure 4.2 illustrates the Frequency of gender of the respondents in the sample. 
 
 
 
Figure 4.2:  A Pie chart representing the frequency of gender in the sample 
 
The data in Figure 4.2 shows that the ratio of female to male respondents in the 
sample was approximately 1.25 males for every one female. The 2016/2017 Annual 
Report of the Gauteng Department of Education reveals that 59% of management 
positions in Gauteng Education across the province is held by females (Gauteng 
Department of Education, 2017b). As the sample targeted males and females in 
management positions in the Gauteng East Education District i.e. school principals 
and the DMT, the statistics shows that only 44,4% of the respondents were women.  
The Executive District Management Team comprises of 28 members of which 13 
are women (Gauteng Department of Education, 2015). However, the representation 
of women as principals and DMT members is lower. 
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4.11.3 Age 
 
The different age categories of the respondents in years were captured using the 
relevant procedure in SPSS 25.0. The results are presented in Table 4.2. 
  
Table 4.2:  Frequencies of the different age groups in the sample 
 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
Valid 
<= 50.00 20 37.0 37.0 37.0 
51.00 - 55.00 17 31.5 31.5 68.5 
56.00+ 17 31.5 31.5 100.0 
Total 54 100.0 100.0  
 
The mean and median age of the respondents was 53 years. The different age 
groupings were of similar percentages as a result of the binning procedure. A study 
of the labour profiles of school principals in South Africa showed that the average 
age of school principals in 2012 was 53 years (Wills, 2015). The mean age of the 
sample, 53 years, correlates exactly with the average age of school principals in 
South Africa in 2012. Information regarding the average age of DMT members is not 
available and it may be deducted from this result that their ages could be in the 
grouping of between 51-55 years. The results also show that 37% of principals and 
DMT respondents are below the age of 50 years, illustrating the growth of younger 
persons being appointed to senior education positions. 
 
4.11.4 Years in Current Management Position: 
 
The number of years in the current management position of the respondents was 
also visually binned into groups and the results are presented in Table 4.3. 
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Table 4.3:  Frequencies of the number of years in the current management 
position in the sample 
 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
Valid <= 5.00 24 44.4 44.4 44.4 
6.00 - 10.00   12 22.2 22.2 66.7 
11.00+ 18 33.3 33.3 100.0 
Total 54 100.0 100.0  
 
The mean and median term of the respondents serving in the current management 
was eight years. The indication is that, compared to the mean ages of the 
respondents (53 years), this figure is somewhat low. Following their university 
studies, most people begin their teaching around the age of 23 years, and being 
appointed in management roles at the age of 45 years. The implication of this result 
is that generally people are appointed as principals and DMT only after about 22 
years of teaching. This concurs with the study by Wills (2015) that the typical South 
African educator has roughly twenty years of experience before being appointed as 
principal (or DMT) for the first time. Another significant finding is that 33% of the 
respondents are serving in these senior positions for 11 years and more, signifying 
a low turnover in those roles and perhaps, satisfaction in serving in those positions.  
 
4.11.5 Highest Educational Qualification: 
 
The original seven qualification categories were merged into three categories as 
shown in the Figure 4.3. 
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Figure 4.3: A Bar graph illustrating the frequencies of the highest qualification 
obtained in the sample 
 
The research found that majority of the respondents (42,3%) in management roles 
have a post graduate degree. Narsee (2006) argues in her study that whilst the 
IDSOs have little experience of the post-1994 school management and governance 
environment, there is a wealth of formal knowledge among IDSOs with six out of 12 
having doctorates in education management and several others with MBAs.  
Interestingly, as compared to the statistics shown by Narsee (2006), 25% of the 
respondents in this quantitative study has a masters or doctorate degree, which 
indicates the high interest in attaining qualifications for senior management 
positions. 
 
Bush and Heystek (2006) claim that two thirds of school principals have not 
improved their qualifications beyond their initial degree, while almost one third are 
not graduates. 32,6% of the respondents in this study, as principals and DMT 
members, have an undergraduate degree or less qualification, showing some 
correlation of the data by Bush and Heystek (2006) and with a possibility, which I 
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concur with, that those that have become principals or DMT members do not find 
the need to improve their qualifications any further.  
 
4.11.6 Present Position 
 
The data in Table 4.4 indicates the frequencies of the present position held by 
respondents in the study. 
 
Table 4.4: Frequencies of the present position held by respondents in the 
sample 
 
 Frequency Percent 
Valid 
Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
Valid Principal / Deputy 38 70.4 71.7 71.7 
District official (DMT) 15 27.8 28.3 100.0 
Total 53 98.1 100.0  
Missing System 1 1.9   
Total 54 100.0   
 
Of the 54 respondents, 15 out of 53 are district senior leaders (28,3%) which is what 
I expected due to the small proportion of DMT members in the education district. 
School principals, representing 71,7% of the sample, interact with women senior 
leaders as subordinates, on an ongoing basis, and are able to share their views from 
this level in terms of attitudes, knowledge, direction, challenges, support and 
monitoring (Narsee, 2006). 
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4.12 Analysis of Section B of the Questionnaire 
 
This section contained statements pertaining to the role of women leaders in 
education within the Gauteng East Education District office. The items related to 
constructs of the extent of agreement about statements about culture, qualifications 
and equity. A 7-point Likert type interval scale was utilised to capture the answers 
of the participants in the survey where: 1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = 
partially disagree; 4 = neutral; 5 = partially agree; 6 = agree; and 7 = strongly agree. 
 
There were nine items in this section and a PCA factor analytic procedure with 
Varimax rotation were attempted to see if the items would cluster into a more 
parsimonious grouping of variables. However, the KMO value of less than 0.50 and 
the Bartlett’s sphericity which was greater than 0.05 indicated that this was not an 
acceptable solution. Despite the reversing of some item scales no acceptable 
solution that meet the various fit criteria for a factor analytic solution could be found.  
The items were all of a controversial nature and respondents are unlikely to give an 
honest opinion, and in some instances, they were probably not able to give an 
opinion. For example, the item “Teaching should be reserved for women and 
managerial posts for men” is likely to lead to women disagreeing while males could 
have feelings of guilt if they answered honestly. So, males are also likely to disagree 
with the items. Furthermore, the South African government had declared the 9th of 
August 2019 as “Women’s Day” and the local news and news media were full of 
articles about discrimination against women. Aspects such as these are likely to 
raise awareness of guilt among male respondents about possible discriminatory 
behaviour towards women. 
 
The qualitative analysis confirms that women senior leaders and the district team 
members disagreed with the view of managerial positions should be for men as they 
believe that women make very good leaders. 
(See 4.8.2): D10 (focus group) 
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In fact, they concur with the quantitative study that women actually make good 
leaders, and that they lack suitable mentors and role models. Furthermore, the 
dominance of males in recruitment panels promote men in senior positions is noted. 
(See 4.9.1) and (see 4.4.3)  
 
There are individuals in schools who believe that men can do things better and they 
demonstrate such stereotypical behaviours.  
(see 4.5.1) 
 
A frequency analysis of this item is provided in Table 4.5. 
 
Table 4.5: Frequencies of responses to the item “Teaching should be reserved 
for women and managerial posts for men”? 
 
 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
Valid Strongly disagree 40 74.1 74.1 74.1 
Disagree 10 18.5 18.5 92.6 
Partially disagree 2 3.7 3.7 96.3 
Neutral 1 1.9 1.9 98.1 
Partially agree 1 1.9 1.9 100.0 
Total 54 100.0 100.0  
 
The data in Table 4.5 indicate that 92.6% of respondents disagreed and strongly 
disagreed with the statement and only 1.9% partially agreed with the statement. A 
frequency histogram of the frequency distribution in this item is shown in Figure 4.4. 
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Figure 4.4: Histogram of the frequencies of responses to item B6 
 
This positive skewness of the data distribution was the case for most of the items in 
Section B of the questionnaire and hence non-parametric statistical procedures was 
utilised to analyse the items in Section B of the questionnaire. Only two of the nine 
items indicated that a significant difference was present when testing gender as 
independent variable with respect to the item as dependent variable namely items 
B6 and B9. The Mann-Whitney U-test for testing gender against item B6 (Teaching 
should be reserved for women and managerial posts for men) were as follows: 
30.60; 23.62; 2.1; 0.30Men FemalesR R Z r      
 
The test indicates that men had a significantly higher mean ranking than women and 
that the effect size was moderate. Hence, men agreed significantly more strongly 
than women with the statement. These findings confirm the results of the qualitative 
findings that women senior leaders experienced after being appointed to their senior 
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positions. They explained that both men and women displayed excitement and 
happiness at their appointments as the men and women welcomed their 
appointments. 
(See 4.4.4) 
 
Women senior leaders argued that, while gender equity plays a significant part to 
appointing women in leadership positions, women should be appointed on 
“competency” rather than equity. 
(See 4.4.3 and 4.5.3) 
 
In item B9 (Stereotypes against women is still prevalent in the District office) the 
Mann-Whitney U-Test results were as follows: 
22.87; 33.28; 2.48; 0.013; 0.34Males FemalesR R Z p r      
 
The results show that women respondents agreed to a significantly greater extent 
with this statement than did male respondents and the effect size was moderate and 
could be said to be important. Women respondents are more likely to agree with this 
statement than males as it is more applicable to them and they probably have 
stronger prejudices about stereotypes about women than men do. There is a strong 
correlation in the qualitative data that stereotypes are still prevalent in the education 
district office. 
(see 4.5.2)   
 
There are stereotypical reactions from some school principals when dealing with 
women district officials. Women senior leader participants contend that the men still 
influence a great deal of the outcomes in interviews recruiting people for senior 
education district positions. 
(see 4.4.3) 
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It appears that women continue to experience stereotypical discrimination, even 
though it may be subtler now, and hence, they still have strong feelings about these 
behaviours towards themselves. 
 
When testing for differences between three or more independent groups the 
Kruskal-Wallis test is appropriate. The only variable where a significant difference 
could be found was when testing B2 (There should be a gender mainstreaming 
policy in the Education Dept.) versus mother tongue group. The Kruskal-Wallis test 
values were: 
(2) 10.793; 0.005H p  . 
 
This test shows that when testing the three mother tongue groups together there is 
a significant difference between the three groups but it does not indicate which of 
the groupings, pairwise, differ from one another. The Mann-Whitney U-test indicated 
that the pair-wise difference was between the African and Afrikaans mother tongue 
groups. The summarised results were: 
37.20; 19.44; 3.29; ( ) 0.003; 0.45African AfrikaansR R Z p adj r      
 
The results indicate that African mother tongue groups agree significantly more 
strongly with the gender-mainstreaming concept than do the Afrikaans mother 
tongue group. There can be numerous reasons for this finding but it is likely to have 
cultural roots in the masculine and feminine dimensions of national culture. The 
empirical findings from the qualitative data supports the stance that gender 
mainstreaming policies be implemented in the education department in order that 
more women be appointed to senior positions but that these women should be 
competent, and have the necessary qualifications. For them, experience only is a 
bad substitute for qualifications. 
(see 4.9.2 and 4.4.3). 
 
234 
 
4.13 Analysis of Section C of the Questionnaire 
 
Section C of the questionnaire contained 14 items relating to the role of Senior 
District leaders in the district with respect to direction and development. The scale 
was an interval scale with strongly disagree anchoring at 1 and strongly agree 
securing the scale at 7. A PCA with Varimax rotation had a KMO of 0.791 with 
Bartlett’s sphericity of p=0.000 intimating that a more parsimonious solution could 
be found. However, the fit could be improved by inverting items C14, C16 and C25. 
Item C17 was removed as it had a low MSA of <0.30. Four first-order factors, 
explaining 72.9% of the variance resulted. These four first-order factors were 
subjected to a second-order procedure with an acceptable KMO of 0.663 and 
Bartlett’s sphericity of p=0.000. One second-order factor resulted which explained 
50.2% of the variance present. The Cronbach-alpha reliability was 0.848 and the 
factor was named “Management and leadership styles of female senior district 
leaders (SDL)” (FC2.0). The data distribution in this factor is given in Figure 4.5. 
 
 
Figure 4.5: Histogram and boxplot showing the distribution of the data with 
respect to FC2.0 
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The mean of the factor was 4.75 indicating a tendency towards partial agreement 
with the items in the factor management and leadership styles of female senior 
district leaders. The median was slightly higher than the mean at 4.85 suggesting 
slight positive skewness.  
 
4.13.1 Differences between independent groups as independent variables 
and the management and leadership style of female senior district leaders as 
dependent variable (FC2.0)  
 
The only significant difference that was found was that between males and females 
in the sample. The independent group’s t-test was utilised and the results were: 
4.51; 5.06; 0.015; 0.33Males FemalesX X p r     
 
The test result indicates that women agree statistically significantly more strongly 
with the factor than male respondents do. This could be the result of gender bias as 
women are more likely to be biased in the favour of their own gender when it comes 
to management and leadership styles of senior women leaders. The qualitative data 
concurs with survey results. This was shown in the analysis from a focus group of a 
district staff team that leadership styles and management approaches do matter 
significantly. After comparing the styles of two district directors, they argued for 
giving their support according to the leadership style of the women leaders. 
(See 4.8.2). 
 
Women leaders feel that there are times to be firm and harsh, and according to their 
experiences with different stakeholders, their leadership style needs to be adaptable 
to the situation. I agree with the responses in the survey and interviews that the 
leadership styles do matter because women leaders and district staff members have 
expressed their views that the success of a women leader in giving direction and 
developing staff depends on the approach and leadership style. 
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(See 4.8.2.2 and 4.8.2.1). 
 
This must be the reason for the quantitative to show a bias from women 
respondents. 
 
4.14 Analysis of Section D of the Questionnaire  
 
There were five items which probed the perceptions of respondents with respect to 
the barriers and challenges that women district leaders face. The same 7-point 
interval scale was used. On reflection of the items it seems as if they were leading 
questions. For example, D24 asked: “Female District Senior leaders experience 
more challenges in leadership roles than their male peers” could be seen as 
“encouraging agreement” and a frequency analysis showed that 53.7% of 
respondents agreed with the item, 27.8% disagreed and 18.5% were neutral. 
 
The qualitative findings concur with quantitative results because women faced a 
history of barriers and challenges at home and in the workplace. For instance, 
women would be dismissed from work if they fell pregnant when they were not 
married. 
(see 4.5.4). 
 
The patriarchal cultural traditions and stereotypes continue to plague them in the 
workplace, where they have to continue proving themselves in their positions, 
fighting discrimination and disrespect. However, the qualitative data does show that 
most district staff welcome women as senior leaders. 
(see 4.4.4). 
 
Women leaders have to keep proving themselves at work to gain senior positions 
and prove themselves when in the position (Sandberg, 2015). Being a manager or 
supervisor is a nontraditional role for women, who usually served in subordinate 
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roles (Paludi, 2008). They still find it very difficult to balance their work and family 
life due to their roles as wives, mothers and senior leaders and hence, face much 
more challenges than their male peers. These results show a strong correlation 
between the quantitative and qualitative data collected. 
(See 4.7.2) 
 
No satisfactory factor solution could be found for the items in Section D as all 
correlations were very low as was the KMO value. The items were all skew and 
hence non-parametric tests were utilised to test each item as dependent variable 
against each of the independent groups in the questionnaire. The only significant 
difference that could be found was in the test of D5 (Female senior district leaders 
are able to balance their personal and professional life) as dependent variable and 
gender as independent variable. The results of the Mann-Whitney U-Test was: 
 
22.82; 33.23; 2.48; 0.013; 0.34M FR R Z p r      
 
The test results show that women agreed to a statistically significant larger extent 
than males did with the statement. The effect size of 0.34 was moderate and could 
be seen as having substantive importance. This significant difference could be due 
to many aspects. For example, it could be seen as female bias towards one’s own 
gender group whereas males could be guilty of perceptions of stereotyping. The item 
can really only be answered by women leaders who are in this position as they are 
the only ones who may have experience of balancing such societal roles. Balancing 
their work and family roles has proven to be harsh and extremely demanding in 
cases where the husband has not been supportive. 
(See 4.7.2). 
 
One senior leader called her former supervisor a “slave-driver” because she worked 
long hours and had to take work home. Fortunately, she had an understanding and 
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supportive husband. Another senior leader felt that if she delayed her senior 
leadership role by five more years, when her children were younger, she could have 
been a better wife and mother. 
(See 4.7.2). 
 
Hofstede (1991: 103) suggests that the feminine dimension comes in two forms 
namely a “masculine form” of feminism who claim that women should have the same 
possibilities as men have and a more “feminine form’ of feminism namely one which 
allows for a more authentic form of liberation. It allows women to contribute their 
unique values to society beyond the home. Furthermore, Hofstede (ibid.) writes that” 
simply having women work in the same numbers and jobs as men does not 
necessarily represent their liberation. It could be a double slavery, at work and in the 
home”.  
 
When testing three or more independent groups the only significant difference found 
was between years of experience in the present post as independent variable and 
item D24 (Female senior district leaders experience more challenges than their male 
peers) as dependent variable. The Kruskal-Wallis test indicated that when the three 
years of experience in the present post groups was tested against item D24 that 
there was a significant difference. At the pair-wise level the Mann-Whitney U-Test 
indicated the following: 
 
6 10 1117.33; 32.14; 2.59; ( ) 0.03; 0.35yrs yrsR R z p adj r       
 
The results indicate that respondents in the most years of experience in the present 
post had the highest mean rank and different statistically significantly from the 6 to 
10 years of experience group. The more experienced group of years in the same 
post agreed more strongly with the item than the 6 to 10 years of experience group.  
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4.15 Analysis of Section E of the Questionnaire  
 
Section E of the questionnaire contained five items related to the support and 
development of women district senior leaders. A factor analytic procedure (PCA with 
Varimax rotation) had a KMO value of 0.720 and Bartlett’s sphericity of p=0.000. 
One factor resulted which explained 55.25% of the variance present. It had a 
Cronbach reliability of 0.792 and was named “Training and development needs of 
female senior district leaders (FE1.0). The distribution of data is shown in Figure 4.6. 
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Figure 4.6: Histogram and boxplot of the data distribution in the training and 
development needs of female senior district leaders  
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The mean of the items in this factor was 3.92 and the median was 4.00. This 
indicates that the respondents were uncertain in their perceptions about training and 
development needs of women senior district leaders. This low mean score is 
probably due to only 22.2% of respondents belonging to the district office and they 
also seem uncertain. Only seven out of 24 respondents from the district were women 
and hence, perceptions of the needs of women senior district leaders in this data set 
are based on a low number of female respondents who may be familiar with the 
training and development needs of women senior district leaders. These results of 
the seven respondents are aligned with the qualitative data collected as women 
district senior leaders have expressed their need for induction and mentoring, as 
they feel that they were thrown in the deep end. 
(See 4.9.1 and 4.9.2). 
 
They also expressed the need for proper development programmes, especially for 
potential women leaders, who need to take the initiative of first developing 
themselves. When appointed, there is also a pressing need to network for the 
purposes of growing into the positions. 
(See 4.9.2). 
 
Principals are generally not aware of the demands of the district senior leader’s 
positions and hence, may have responded with a neutral view. 
 
No statistically significant differences could be found when testing FE1.0 with the 
independent groupings. However, the line graph obtained when testing highest 
educational qualifications against the training and development needs of senior 
women district leaders is provided in Figure 4.7. 
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Figure 4.7: Line graph of highest educational qualifications versus Training 
and development needs of female senior district leaders 
 
The graph indicates a positive relationship in the sense that the higher the 
qualification the higher the agreement with the training and development needs of 
female SDL. However, the differences between the means scores of the groups was 
not statistically significant.  
 
4.16 Summary 
 
This chapter analysed both the qualitative and quantitative data collected of this 
mixed method study. Section 1 of this chapter provided an analysis and 
interpretation of the qualitative data collected. Included in this section were six major 
themes and sub-themes, which emerged from the interview data. The themes that 
emanated were discussed in detail. The six major theme sets that emanated from 
the data collected are the following: 1. Career trajectory; 2. Stereotyping and cultural 
norms; 3. Power Relations; 4. Balancing work and family life; 5. Leadership styles; 
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and Leadership support and development. Each of these major themes has several 
sub-themes. 
 
The eight individual interviews with senior women leaders had similar resemblance 
to each other, especially their background and upbringing. Also, most of them had 
not planned their careers to become education district senior leaders. Their 
experiences in their leadership roles were varied but the common challenge was 
managing to strike a healthy balance between their work and family life. The 
challenges faced and victories were described revealing significant insights about 
their leadership approaches that made it easier to fulfil their functions. The two focus 
group interviews with principals and district staff team members brought another 
dimension to the findings, which in most cases, supported the outcomes from the 
eight individual interviews. 
 
Section 2 of this chapter dealt with the analysis and interpretation of the quantitative 
data gathered from 54 respondents. Section A of the questionnaire analysed the 
biographical data of the respondents, forming the independent variable in the study 
using the mode, median, frequencies and mean of the data. Data from the other 
sections B, C, D and E of the structured questionnaire, as they were related to 
women leaders’ upbringing, leadership styles, challenges faced and growth 
strategies depicted on interval scales, were analysed through the use of factor 
analysis. These emerged as the dependent variable of the research. This was 
concluded with the statistical testing for a link between the independent and 
dependent variables. 
 
Having completed the analysis and interpretation of the qualitative and quantitative 
data gathered in this chapter, the following chapter will focus on the significance of 
the discussion and probable implications of the study. 
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CHAPTER FIVE - SUMMARY, DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS, 
RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSION 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
In Chapter 4, the analysis of the qualitative and quantitative stages were discussed. 
The qualitative study sought to provide a deeper understanding of the results of the 
experiences of women district senior leaders, while the quantitative study was 
probed to enrich the findings of the qualitative data collection. The qualitative study 
also explored the views of the district senior leaders on how the leadership roles of 
women leaders in the education district office can be enhanced. Data was grouped 
into six major categories.   
 
This final chapter attempts to merge the qualitative and quantitative data. Sections 
on recommendations and further research topics will be provided, based on these 
findings. This chapter also features the outcomes to the study and compares it with 
the research questions, and the extent to which the research questions have been 
reasonably answered.  Furthermore, a discussion of any potential impact this study 
may have on the education district sector will be presented. Hence, this chapter 
represents the major component of the study. The chapter begins with a  summary 
of the study by presenting an outline of the entire study. 
 
5.2 Summary 
 
The study emerged from two distinct features within the educational setting in South 
Africa:  ‘education districts’ as a stepchild of the education hierarchy, a largely under-
researched facet of the education department, and ‘women leadership’’ within these 
districts. Women in leadership roles have been extensively studied but little has 
been considered within the education district. Despite government legislation of 
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affirmative action and the ‘Women Empowerment and Gender Equality’ Bill of 2013 
compelling greater representation of women in executive positions, the history of 
educational leadership in South Africa reveals that women continue to face 
challenges at middle and lower management levels. These challenges at times 
discourages them from performing optimally or even applying for senior positions, 
and they are further disadvantaged from these equal opportunity strategies 
(Moorosi, 2010; Gauteng Department of Education, 2012; Republic of South Africa, 
2013). Most of the teachers in South African schools are female, yet they remain 
strikingly underrepresented in senior leadership positions in schools and the 
education district offices. Inadequate empirical research is available on women 
senior leadership in the education districts, particularly the challenges faced and 
how they negotiate these challenges. This study focused on the women leaders’ 
perspectives, enlightening me and others about their background, their aspirations 
to senior positions and the challenges they encounter in their roles. 
 
The focus area of this study was the experiences of women district senior leaders in 
their leadership roles. The main research problem of this study was: What are the 
experiences of women district senior leaders in the leadership role in the education 
district offices of the Gauteng Province? The sub-questions were the following: 
   
a) How does the personal background of women district senior officials 
contribute to their leadership and management style? 
b) What are the experiences of women district senior leaders in their 
everyday interactions with schools and district staff? 
c) What are the perceptions of school principals and district staff of the 
women district senior leaders in their role as district leaders? 
d) How do power relations affect the role of women district senior leaders? 
e) What challenges do women district senior leaders face in balancing their 
work life and their family life? 
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f) How can the role of women education district leaders be strengthened to 
enhance their leadership roles? 
 
The intersectionality theory and the feminist theory were used as theoretical 
frameworks to guide the interpretation of the participants’ experiences. Using these 
theories assisted in gaining a deeper and more contextualised understanding of the 
experiences of women in their leadership roles (Mestry, 2014). Both the 
intersectionality and feminist theories offered the opportunity to explore ways in 
which women negotiated their challenges using agency and qualities of resilience. 
Deep perceptions and rich data were given by the mixed methods case study as the 
research methodology. Two forms of data were gathered, analysed and integrated: 
verbal (individual and focus group interviews) and text (questionnaires). Using the 
Atlas.ti (8.0) programme, the six major themes that emerged from the qualitative 
data were grouped as follows: (1) Career trajectory; (2) Stereotyping and cultural 
norms; (3) Power relations; (4) Balancing work and family life; (5) Leadership styles; 
and (6) Leadership support and development. 
 
In this mixed methods case study, the qualitative and quantitative methods were 
applied concurrently and were integrated. According to Woolley (2009:7), 
quantitative and qualitative data may be regarded as ‘integrated’ when these 
sections are openly linked in a single study in such a way that they are mutually 
enlightening, producing conclusions larger than the sum of their parts. In this study, 
both data collection methods offered differing perspectives on the subject, and 
hence their use was seen as complementary rather than validatory (Woolley, 2009). 
The integration served to deepen the understanding of the data, with the goal being 
an answer to the research question. 
 
It was found from both the qualitative and quantitative study that with no proper 
career plan and having low aspiration for themselves, these women leaders took up 
district positions upon deep reflection and encouragement from others. Balancing 
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family life and work life, that was riddled with male dominance, and where men 
stereotyping women and power struggles with stakeholders that led to disrespect for 
women leaders and discrimination against them, they faced some of the toughest 
challenges as women district senior leaders. They overcame most of these 
insurmountable challenges and barriers through their leadership styles and personal 
qualities of resilience, trust, respect and assertiveness. However, as there was no 
formal training for senior leadership positions in the education district office, most of 
the recommendations aimed at strengthening the role of women education district 
leaders and enhancing their leadership roles by professionalising the appointment 
of women district senior leaders together with continuing professional development 
for these leaders. These approaches can be supported with professional learning 
communities, and mentoring, role-modelling and coaching programmes. As women 
senior leaders are often not prepared for their double load of family and work life, it 
is recommended that they be supported through adequate wellness programmes.  
 
The previous section presented the summary together with the chapter overview 
The next section provides the summary of each of the major findings. 
 
5.3 Findings from the Empirical Study  
 
The important findings will be discussed. Thereafter, the recommendations and the 
conclusion, which is linked to the aims and objectives of the study, will be given. 
 
FINDING 1: 
 
Balancing work and family life. The most practical challenge for a woman in the 
education district senior leadership position is to meet the daily demands of being 
an effective leader, which involves meeting different stakeholders and managing 
situations that are of a conflicting nature, and to still tend to the absorbing needs of 
being a wife and mother, who look to her to support them and to fulfil the main 
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household chores of cooking, cleaning, and child-rearing. Many of them became 
educators because of the bursary scheme provided by government as they grew 
into the profession, scaling to many heights. Whilst these moves may have been 
unplanned, they sought and grabbed the opportunities that presented themselves.  
Most working women strive to achieve a work-family life balance (Mani, 2013).   
 
Such is the pressure of work and family life, that women leaders have to put on hold 
any further studies that they need to support their leadership role (4.7.2). Thandi’s 
supervisor was a ‘slave-driver’ and she had to work long hours, often taking work 
home, thereby limiting her time with her family (4.7.2). There are women leaders that 
have understanding husbands and children, some of whom even cook for 
themselves, and this allowed them more time to perform work duties. Furthermore, 
the dedication demanded in a male dominated workspace, where most school 
principals are male, expects much focus from Ingrid that she would get so immersed 
in her work that she would even forget to pick her child up from school (4.7.2). 
 
The patriarchal system is still very dominating in many homes and this is attributed 
to the cultural norms of communities and the way men have been brought up. For 
example, Neo’s husband is very traditional and sees the professional growth of a 
woman as disrespectful (4.7.2). She, therefore, struggles to balance her work and 
family life. Others are able to negotiate their family responsibilities with support from 
an understanding husband, a full-time nanny or a sister. What started as a half-day 
teaching job turned out to be a full-time job, with women senior leaders torn between 
work and family life demands. Ingrid has to attend SGB meetings till late in the 
evening and even work most weekends. She would prefer an equivalent senior 
leader position but not as an IDSO (4.7.3). Before they reached such senior levels 
in the education district, most of the women senior leaders had low aspirations for 
themselves. 
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FINDING 2: 
 
Women senior leaders have low aspirations for themselves. Most of the women 
senior leaders started out with a college educator diploma. At that point in time they 
had no aspiration for any leadership position. They all came from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, lacking the finances to pursue different careers. One of the reasons 
for the low aspirations of women educators is that career pathing in the education 
field is usually informal and done on an ad-hoc basis. Furthermore, most educators 
see principalship as the highest rank to be pursued in a school but is often reserved 
for males, noting the over-representation of men on recruitment panels (4.4.3).  
These male principals and education district officials may only be replaced with 
women when they resign or retire (Department of Basic Education, 2013a). 
 
Career trajectories guide people to further their studies or even seek better job 
opportunities, and higher positions (Wu, Tang & Zhang, 2018). Another important 
barrier to women having higher aspirations for themselves is the social stereotypes 
that surround them in society and the workplace, which features a strong male 
dominance in managerial hierarchies. In the light of this background, not one of the 
women senior leaders started their careers wanting to become a district senior 
leader (4.4.2). However, their values of determination, resilience and hard work, 
along with opportunities that they capitalised on, saw them move through the ranks.   
 
FINDING 3: 
 
No formal training for senior leadership. There is no formal qualification needed 
for school principals or district senior leadership positions that would encourage 
women to pursue these positions as a career trajectory. The generic minimum 
criteria developed by the Department of Education needed for Deputy Chief 
Education Specialist (DCES), such as an IDSO, is a three or four-year ‘general’ 
education qualification with at least eight years’ experience in education that is 
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combined with relevant experience as a leader, communicator, financial planner, 
strategic planner, policy developer, researcher, curriculum and staff developer, and 
organiser (Republic of South Africa, 2016). A CES or circuit manager has the same 
requirements as the DCES except that they must have nine years’ experience in the 
educational field (Republic of South Africa, 2016). 
 
Neo (D2) dreamt of being a lawyer but due to finances, she became a teacher. Her 
career trajectory in education allowed her to serve in various roles, teacher, shop 
steward for the National Union of Educators, IDSO and then circuit manager. Her 
‘law’ passion was stirred when she served at the union and gained much background 
experience when she was exposed to different environments and different conflict 
situations (4.4). Similarly, most of the women district senior leaders gained relevant 
work experience but without any formal qualifications for those positions. The 
promulgation and adoption of the Constitution and gender equity laws ‘enforced’ 
workplaces to promote women to senior roles. However, the preparation and 
performance phase involving career pathing, training, qualifications and 
development has been neglected (Moorosi, 2010; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001; 
Chisholm, 2001). These women moved through the ranks of schools, colleges and 
ultimately, the education district, without adequate training, competency and skills 
for their senior district positions.  
 
As a result, these women lack the internal capacity, the professional and 
administrative knowledge, and skills to support their roles within the district and with 
schools. I am of the firm opinion that the professionalisation of women leadership in 
education districts will help women career path for these positions, committing to the 
profession, and acquire formal knowledge and skills (Eitel et al., 2000; Mestry, 2014; 
Narsee, 2006). Women district senior leaders have expressed their need for 
induction and mentoring, as they feel that they were thrown in the deep end (4.9.1).  
They also expressed the need for proper development programmes (4.9.2). All the 
women respondents from the education district in the quantitative survey expressed 
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the need for training and development of women district senior leaders (4.15).  
Women senior leader’s incompetency is further compounded by the stereotypical 
behaviours of male peers and subordinates. 
 
FINDING 4: 
 
Men stereotyping women leaders. A long history of patriarchy and women 
inequalities finds women rising to senior educational positions but struggling in their 
leadership roles as new appointees. During her interview, Ingrid shared her 
helplessness in her role as IDSO because the group of principals were not all 
cooperative (4.5.1). Women find it difficult in their roles because they constantly 
have to prove their worth as leaders (4.5.1; Appelbaum, Audet & Miller, 2003).  With 
the ‘think-manager, think male’ stereotypical attitude, these women continuously 
experience negative attitudes towards them, and they have to persistently dispel 
such attitudes (Schein, 2007: 50). Even the division of work and the allocation of 
management duties in the education district office are unevenly distributed. 
 
The stereotypes against women take on the form of subtle disagreements, refusal 
to meet deadlines, reactions like ‘I forgot to do it’, and a tendency within certain 
cultures like the African and Afrikaner men, that believe that men can do managerial 
jobs better than women (4.5.3). Sometimes the reactions are more blatant where a 
male principal refuses to accept the authority of a woman leader and another even 
left the school when a woman IDSO was appointed (4.5.2). These reactions come 
from schools and certain members in the district office. For Saartjie, an IDSO, she 
feels that if she were a male, her leadership role would have been different because 
of the male-dominated work environment and the reaction from parent stakeholder 
who are still rooted in the strong patriarchal system (4.5.1).  Women senior leaders 
keep feeling the resistance from men that says a woman cannot tell me what to do 
(4.5.1). 
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Contemporary stereotypes portray men as worthier of leadership status and 
generally more competent than women in leadership positions (Ridgeway, 2011).  
The Constitution and Employment of Equity Act promote equal opportunity and 
equality but do not address the stereotypes and subtle practices of discrimination 
suffered by women in the workplace and at home (Moorosi, 2010).   
 
FINDING 5: 
 
Resilience and resistance. Women that broke through the proverbial “glass ceiling” 
and made it to the topmost hierarchical structures of the education district, had to 
exhibit grit and resilience throughout their careers. They had to overcome society’s 
false perception that they lack the resilience to face ‘hard’ and tough situations 
(Uwizeyimana & Mathevula, 2014; Mathipa & Tsoka, 2001: 324; Chisholm, 2001). 
Against all odds, they have to keep bouncing back from adversity to demonstrate 
qualities of optimism, determination and commitment in all their roles as teachers, 
HODs, principals, IDSOs, circuit managers, deputy district directors and district 
directors. 
 
Phumlane (D4) articulated the need for inner strength and stood her ground as the 
district director as she had to deal with principals who ‘gave her a hard time’. Without 
apologising for her stance, she had to show grit and made her voice heard (4.8.3).  
Dealing with a prominent black culture which has a domineering type of attitude that 
makes women feel that they are subservient, Vani had to ‘stamp her authority’ at the 
appropriate time (4.8.3). However, the battle goes on, men still go on observing what 
value women leaders add in the education district having been appointed to their 
senior roles (4.8.3). 
 
Women senior leaders are subjected to the ‘glass cliff’ phenomenon where they are 
appointed to leadership positions associated with increased risk of failure and 
criticism (Haslam & Ryan, 2008: 531). To confront this phenomenon, women 
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education district leaders need to employ skills to cope with resilience, self-control, 
grit and emotional intelligence. These skills incorporated into their leadership styles 
can provide adequate tools to deal with the many challenges and barriers they face 
on a daily basis. 
 
FINDING 6: 
 
Women leaders facing insurmountable challenges and barriers: Challenges in 
the education district office are often diverse and varied ranging from staffing 
challenges, crisis management, stereotyping and discrimination, and power 
relations to leadership styles. The responses in the quantitative survey to the 
question/statement “Female District Senior leaders experience more challenges in 
leadership roles than their male peers” showed that 53.7% of respondents agreed 
(4.14). On the one hand, women would be dismissed from work if they fell pregnant 
when they were not married (4.5.4) and similar patriarchal traditions and stereotypes 
still continue in the workplace with subtle innuendoes, images, valuing and language 
(Mestry & Schmidt, 2012; 4.4.4). 
 
On the other hand, women leaders find it difficult to deal with personal “internal’’ 
barriers such as confidence, aspirations, emotions, fear of failure, ambitions and 
conflicts, leading them to low self-esteem and ineffective leadership role 
performances (Cubillo & Brown, 2003: 281). These psychological barriers make it 
increasingly challenging to cope with as senior leaders in the highly stressful 
environment. Matipa and Tsoka (2001) argue that faulty perceptions are barriers to 
the advancement of women’s roles within society and the first perception about 
women is that they have a poor self-image. This could be the result of them lacking 
role-models and peers in leadership positions. When an IDSO visited her school, 
she overheard some school staff talking about her and her capabilities about her 
being able to manage and does she help the school in any way? It was an eye-
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opener in terms of the way people actually view you” (4.8.2.2). Another IDSO felt 
scared when she first visited schools because of the many male principals (4.8.2.2). 
As women senior leaders, the challenges range from district and school staff dress 
code (4.6.4) to possessiveness and territorial space of male IDSOs over their 
schools, which is not present with women IDSOs (4.6.4). They also have to contend 
with balancing work and family life because of the constant conflicts and crisis 
situations at schools. They are putting out fires more of the time as supervising 
schools is in fact crisis management (4.6.5). Every school problem becomes theirs.  
Their personal traits of assertiveness, trust and respect are important qualities 
helping to cope with the varied challenges and barriers they face daily. 
 
FINDING 7: 
 
Personality traits of women leaders and behaviours of assertiveness, trust 
and respect. Personal values and traits of women senior leaders play a critical role 
in their effectiveness as senior leaders of the education district as the androcentric 
culture within the education district is difficult to root out despite 13 out of the 28 
executive district management team members being women (Gauteng Department 
of Education, 2015). A faulty perception that men have of women is that they lack 
assertiveness (Uwizeyimana & Mathevula, 2014). Neo (D2) feels that she is a firm 
but not rude person. There are situations that demand her to be harsh and follow 
the formal route of even dismissal of a staff member when a situation demands it 
(4.8.2.1). In this way, most women senior leaders are assertive. They follow the 
department policies in order to ‘get their way’, and use this as a tool against male 
domination. 
 
The empirical study showed that in the Gauteng East Education District, most men 
and women were comfortable working under women leadership. As district staff 
members and principals become ‘familiar with the women managers as individuals’, 
they welcome women as their supervisors. The focus group interview discussion 
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with female district staff about their female circuit manager revealed that leadership 
is invested in the individual and not in the gender and focused on questions like “will 
there be trust and respect in the work relationship or will my strengths and 
weaknesses be acknowledged?” This is what was more important to them (4.8.2.3).  
Male principals from a focus group interview felt that if their IDSO left, it will be a 
great loss because they have built a relationship on trust and respect (4.5.1). District 
team members and principals viewed the manner and approach as more important 
in the hierarchical manager-subordinate relationship. 
 
FINDING 8: 
 
Power struggles between colleagues and stakeholders. The male-female power 
relations within the education district as well as between the education district and 
the schools is rife. Much of these emerge from hidden stereotypical behaviours. In 
each case, the operation of power results in gender difference, disadvantage and 
discrimination in the workplace, in which men wield power over women. It seems 
that this gendered power flourishes in the workplace, where it remains largely 
unchallenged (Halford & Leonard, 2001). There are power struggles between senior 
leaders in the district office from time to time (4.6). This often places the women 
senior leaders in a quandary because often they have to decide to either side with 
someone or remain neutral. However, there are times when it is necessary to be 
vocal instead of alienating themselves from a situation that affects all of them (4.6). 
 
Whilst power at senior levels in the education district is prominent and women 
leaders are sometimes expected to take sides, power relations at SGB level and at 
school level towards district leaders, and vice versa, is not uncommon. School 
change through educational reforms is active and dynamic, and education districts 
and SGBs are central to the instituting of these policy changes (Datnow & Stringfield, 
2000). Relations of power is at the heart of these changes, as it requires ‘changing 
hearts and minds’ of school staff. 
256 
 
FINDING 9: 
 
Power relations manifesting as disrespect and insubordination. A major 
challenge for women who ascend to senior positions due to gender equity is that 
they lack the experience and preparedness that is needed to carry out their duties.  
This often leads to disrespect towards and insubordination of men towards women 
senior leaders. Such disrespect and insubordination leads to power struggles 
between subordinates and supervisors. Disrespect and insubordination often results 
in negative attitudes from both male and female staff in the district, as well as from 
school principals and members of the community. Ingrid found it difficult to work with 
a few male principals, who could not accept taking instructions from her as a women 
supervisor (4.6.1). The district director feels the undercurrent with some male 
principals not respecting the office that she occupies, in a way, undermining her 
(4.6.1). Similarly, other women leaders experienced disrespect or forms of 
insubordination, especially with male and female principals ‘ignoring instructions’ 
and in some cases blatantly disregarding these instructions (4.6.1). Interestingly, 
Thandi had this experience with a problematic female subordinate (4.6.2). 
 
Women are often subjected to insubordination from both male and female (district) 
staff and school principals, who would keep challenging their authority (Moorosi, 
2010; Faulkner, 2015; Narsee, 2006). Whilst the incidences are fewer, they continue 
to exist. Disrespect and insubordination, if ignored, can lead to a complete 
derailment of systems and processes that make the education district functional and 
effective. Sometimes there are subtle messages sent to their women leader that 
convey the old patriarchal dogma of male supremacy. 
 
FINDING 10 
 
Male superiority complex resulting in non-cooperation. The male superiority 
complex is sometimes visible in their approaches showing their cooperation or the 
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lack thereof, towards women senior leaders of the Gauteng East Education District.  
Thandi has two male IDSOs and one women IDSO. She works more closely with 
the women IDSO because the males are not that cooperative (4.6.2). Male-
dominance amongst IDSOs is also prevalent and their soft innuendos suggest that 
women are entering this “sacred’ space of IDSOs”.   
 
The district director expressed her disappointment at the male officials, who refused 
to cooperate. However, she maintains that there is a lot to be gained from the males 
but the approach is still to be firm (4.6.2). Whilst there are many cooperative males, 
the roots of patriarchy still surface from time to time. 
 
FINDING 11 
 
Leadership styles. Leadership styles is often shaped from one’s upbringing and 
role-models as one grows up or as one fulfills small management tasks. Thandi was 
an introvert, certainly not a leader but would definitely not follow others as she could 
make her own decision. She adopted the leadership styles of her first director, who 
was “not a micro-manager” (4.8.1). Similar adaptations occurred for the other 
women district senior leaders. 
 
The quantitative result for the factor ‘management and leadership styles of female 
senior district leaders provide direction and development” had the median of 4.85 
suggesting slight positive skewness and partial agreement by respondents. The 
district team reporting to their female circuit manager claimed that they relate well to 
her because of her democratic and transformational leadership style (4.8.4). The 
district director uses more of a situational leadership style. Whilst the basic principles 
of planning, leading and coordination give the strategic approach, there are many 
times when her leadership has to be sporadic, ranging from bureaucratic to 
autocratic (4.8.4).   
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With different district directors, the district team observed that it all comes down to 
the leadership styles: one was dynamic and decisive while the other was erratic 
(4.8.2). Most of the women senior leaders in the district adopted a collaborative and 
consultative style of leadership that encourages growth of their team members as 
well as a high level of cooperation and inspiration (4.8.4). This strategy allows for 
providing direction, compliance and development of their staff and principals. 
 
FINDING 12 
 
Leadership development. The government’s gender equity legislation of promoting 
women into executive positions in order to reach a quota, may result in unsuitable 
women being appointed to these positions. There is a feeling amongst women senior 
leaders that women should be promoted to more senior positions. According to 
Moorosi (2006), there is no guarantee that those appointed through equity have the 
skills and experience required for male-dominated positions. The views of some of 
the women leaders (D6) was that while women are appointed to senior positions 
based on equity, they should be promoted ‘based on competency’ (4.4.3).   
 
Women district senior leaders have expressed their need for induction and 
mentoring, as they feel that they were thrown in the deep end (4.9.1). They also 
expressed the need for proper development programmes, especially for potential 
women leaders, who need to take the initiative of first developing themselves (4.9.2).  
When appointed, there is also a pressing need to network for the purposes of 
growing into the positions (4.9.2). Principals in the quantitative survey were generally 
not aware of the demands of the district senior leaders’ positions and hence, may 
have responded with a neutral view (4.15). However, there is a positive relationship 
between higher qualification and higher training and development needs of female 
district senior leaders. 
 
In the next section, the recommendations are provided. 
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5.4 Recommendations for Policy and Practice 
 
The research findings generates recommendations, with the purpose of addressing 
current challenges and gaps in the system. In order achieve the aim of exploring 
ways of strengthening the role of women education districts leaders to enhance their 
leadership role, the following recommendations are offered. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 1 
 
Professionalising the appointment of women district senior leaders 
South Africa is one of few countries that does not have a prerequisite or compulsory 
qualification for the appointment of education district leaders. Candidates who wish 
to be appointed to education district offices in senior leadership positions should 
complete an Advanced Diploma in Education (Leadership and Management) 
(ADELM) similar to the Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE) that was offered by 
higher education institutions. This course will provide aspiring as well as practicing 
education district officials the necessary knowledge and skills to undertake their 
leadership and management functions effectively. The prerequisite qualification 
should aim to develop a well-rounded district leader, one that may inspire educators 
at different post levels to apply for positions in the education district offices. It is also 
proposed that women applicants should be offered the opportunity of doing one core 
module for women that will provide them with the necessary coping mechanisms 
such as conflict resolution skills, resilience, assertiveness, handling difficult staff 
members and dealing with stereotypical stakeholders. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 2 
 
Continuing professional development of education district officials 
It is essential for the Department of Education to provide continuing professional 
development for education district officials that will enable them to become effective 
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leaders. It is proposed that the development programmes must be tailor made to suit 
the needs of the education district officials rather than subjecting them to ‘one size 
fits all’ programmes. These programmes should equip them to deal with the varied 
challenges that they experience in their day-to-day operations such as dealing with 
men who are disrespectful and insubordinate or communication skills. The service 
providers providing the training should not only be well qualified and experienced in 
leadership and management issues but also have a good understanding of 
challenges experienced by women leaders.  
 
RECOMMENDATION 3 
 
Early identification of potential women school leaders 
The career path of women educators such as school principals should entail a three 
step route of identification, qualification and training. For example, women educators 
having five or more years teaching experience and showing leadership potential, 
could be identified by the school management team (SMT) together with the IDSO 
and circuit manager of the school to be considered for posts in education districts.  
Once identified, they could be encouraged to register for the ADELM, a special 
qualification designed for school leaders (Bush, 2008; Bush & Glover, 2016). These 
identified educators are then placed in a type of ‘incubator programme’ wherein they 
are exposed to mentorship programmes, role-models and other informal district-
based leadership training and workshops where they are exposed to peer-
networking, resilience and mentoring. The incubator programme may be funded by 
collaborative efforts of the business sector and the Department of Education. Once 
incubated, these potential women educators are ‘tagged’ and monitored by the 
circuit manager, IDSO and school principal encouraging them to apply for school 
management positions. 
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RECOMMENDATION 4 
 
Mentoring, role-modelling and coaching programmes   
Women that move through the ranks of schools, colleges and ultimately, the 
education district must be provided additional support to make them effective 
leaders. Mentoring, role-modelling and coaching are programmes proposed to instil 
confidence in the incumbent women leaders, thereby making them more efficient 
and effective. As a strategy for professional development, all newly appointed 
women leaders to district senior positions should be immediately identified.  
Members of the Executive District Management Team (EDMT) should be assigned 
a new incumbent, who would be responsible for their professional support and 
development, identifying a suitable mentor or coach. Their specific strengths and 
needs should be identified so that their strengths are enhanced and needs 
addressed through a customised mentoring or coaching programme. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 5 
 
Professional Learning Communities (PLC) including networking for women 
district senior leaders 
A semblance of the PLCs established for school educators within an education 
district, PLCs for women district senior leaders across education districts in the 
province is recommended. These PLCs bring together a community of women 
senior leaders to network in a more organised manner, providing the necessary 
emotional, psychological and social support that is vital for survival in the male 
dominated field of education district leadership (Moorosi, 2010). Networking through 
the PLCs will help to promote sound work relationships and help new incumbents to 
lean on the more experienced leaders. As there are inconsistencies in each 
education district with regard to the number of women senior leaders, a special 
provincial-based ‘women PLC support desk’ can be established that can connect 
women senior leaders from each education district. They do this by establishing 
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contact with those that are registered on the database and schedule monthly contact 
sessions. At these contact sessions, they would be able to discuss common 
challenges and barriers, and form ways of dealing with issues relevant to their 
specific situation.  
 
RECOMMENDATION 6 
 
Wellness programmes especially for women leaders 
Most women senior leaders, unlike their male counterparts, struggle to manage the 
double load of being housewife and employee (Mani, 2013). They are often not 
prepared for these roles that demand their full attention with little support from their 
staff, colleagues and supervisors. Amidst these challenges, they continue to face 
the entrenched stereotypes and discrimination rooted in an androcentric work 
environment, and still have the ‘duties’ of being a full time mother, wife and 
housewife. Many of these women leaders suffer from mental and physical 
exhaustion, and burnout due to family conflicts, long hours of work and workplace 
stress (Lo et al., 2003). As a means of reducing the high burnout and stress levels 
of the women senior leaders, an education district-based wellness programme is 
proposed. All women leaders would attend wellness sessions, based on their needs 
to help promote their mental, emotional and physical health. The wellness 
programme can be initiated and managed by the education support services unit of 
the district in conjunction with business stakeholders to help fund the initiative. 
Medical and health professionals will be contracted to carry out the quarterly 
wellness sessions for all women leaders and district staff. 
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RECOMMENDATION 7 
 
Advocacy through special gender sensitization workshops for school leaders 
and district staff 
The effects of patriarchy and stereotyping continue to plague women leaders in their 
leadership roles in the education districts. Practices of patriarchy and stereotypes 
against women, lead the male dominance effect of disrespect and insubordination 
to power relations, and ultimately workplace conflicts among peers and subordinates 
(Carrim & Nkomo, 2016). As these practices significantly affect the proper 
functioning of women senior leaders, they should be eradicated. A twofold plan is 
recommended: 1. Special mandatory gender sensitisation workshops for all male 
district staff and male school principals to attend annually in order to prepare them 
for a more gender-neutral work environment; 2. Stringent policy implementation for 
men that discriminate against women in the workplace. This can be promoted 
through wide advocacy programmes about policies against men that discriminate 
against women based on gender. The stringent sanctions could even result in 
disciplinary hearings as well as dismissal from the workplace. 
 
5.5 Limitations of the Study 
 
As part of the case study, this research was limited to one education district. Using 
a concurrent mixed methods case study, with a greater leaning towards the 
qualitative study, it is important to note that each type of data collection method 
provides only partial information at best and rely only on one index that can lead to 
misleading interpretations (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2004). 
 
The qualitative research has serious limitations, which include a researchers’ 
prejudice and bias. Given my role as a participant, I acknowledged that bias was a 
potential problem, as a school principal of the Gauteng East Education District. I had 
to guard against giving in to such bias, a propensity to promote one’s own viewpoint.  
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I had to read the interview transcripts a few times from recorded interviews to check 
for any such leading questions that promote my viewpoint. There is also the element 
of information that remains private and unavailable for public inspection. The main 
disadvantage of the qualitative approach is that it lacks generalisability, in that the 
findings cannot be extended to wider populations with the same degree of certainty 
that quantitative analyses can (Atieno, 2009). Furthermore, the time lapsed from 
when the interviews were conducted to the time when education district legislation 
was formally adopted could result in some change in structure or terminology. 
 
The small sample size in the quantitative survey served more to correlate data with 
the qualitative study. Most research scholars view quantitative studies as limited, 
looking only at one small portion of a reality (Atieno, 2009). Another serious limitation 
of the statistical significance testing in quantitative findings is the limited 
understanding of researchers knowing what information can be found with this 
testing (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2004). Noting the limitations, the mixed methods 
study of using both the quantitative and qualitative methods helps to ‘confirm’ and 
corroborate the data collected from each method. 
 
5.6 Recommendations for Further Research 
 
This investigation makes way for further research in areas of women leadership in 
education structures and leadership development. The following is proposed for 
future research: 
 A significant study in the future would be the perceptions and experiences of 
male education district leaders and the effect of policy in removing the 
androcentric culture, and curtailing gender discrimination and stereotyping in 
the education district offices. 
 Women leadership in PED offices is limited, and a comparative study to 
explore whether women in the PED have similar experiences as those in 
schools and the education districts. 
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 Women still struggle to balance their work and family life, no matter the work 
environment. A noteworthy study would be the ways in which women senior 
leaders negotiate these challenges, manage stress and burnout, and how 
they realise the balance. 
 Women leadership support and professional development is constantly a key 
finding in many studies on women leadership. The effect of mentoring, role-
modelling and coaching programmes on women leadership development 
would make a good study for the future. 
 
5.7 Significance of the Study 
 
This study contributes to literature on women district senior leaders, an area that is 
under-researched. The experiences, as told by the women district senior leaders 
themselves, and interviews with district staff and school principals, highlight a highly 
pressured life amidst several day-to-day challenges and barriers. These are 
significant findings for leaders in the Provincial and National Education offices as it 
is hoped that women leaders in education districts will become a topic on the 
agendas of all 85 education districts and all nine PEDs in South Africa. This research 
provides an understanding of the strengths and weaknesses that women leaders 
demonstrate, which will help their supervisors in better preparing them and other 
women for their leadership roles, considering their ‘double load’ of work and family 
life. It is anticipated that this research would make a significant impact by providing 
knowledge about women leaders’ mastery of personal leadership and how they used 
their leadership styles to negotiate challenges in an androcentric workplace. This 
would serve as a beacon to others that face similar leadership dilemmas. 
 
The practical contribution of this study highlights the psychological and social impact 
of discrimination towards women district senior leaders in the education district 
office, and how these impact on their ability to function as district senior leaders. 
This study gives women leaders a ‘voice’. Those appointed in senior district 
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positions are not formally supported and developed to take on these roles. This 
study stresses the importance of strengthening the position of women leaders in the 
education district offices. The PED and education district offices would need to find 
ways of professionally supporting and developing women leaders. Some 
recommendations are made in this study. Furthermore, the insights gained from 
these findings may encourage other women to pursue career paths in the field of 
education beyond schools to the level of district senior leadership. 
 
5.8 Conclusion 
 
Revisiting the initial aims of the study is useful. The general aim of this study was to 
explore the experiences of women district senior leaders in their leadership roles in 
the Gauteng East Education District office. The voices of the women district senior 
leaders conveyed deep, insightful details of their experiences as mothers, wives and 
senior leaders of the education district. They also shared their backgrounds, career 
trajectory, promotions and everyday interactions with schools and district staff.  
Accounts from district staff team members and school principals served to confirm 
the experiences of the women senior leaders. Experiences that were previously 
untold and inaccessible were examined. 
 
Using intersectionality theory and feminist theory as the theoretical frameworks that 
underpinned this study, the aims of this study were met, fulfilling the general aim of 
the study: The influence the women district senior leaders’ background contributed 
to their leadership and management styles together with their experiences in their 
everyday interactions with schools and district staff were investigated; the 
perceptions that school principals and district staff had of these women senior 
leaders was probed; the effect power relations had on their role as senior district 
leaders was noted as well as the challenges they faced in balancing work and family 
life was indisputably apparent. Finally, the ways to strengthen and enhance the 
leadership roles of women district senior officials was explored. 
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Their lives’ narratives, from childhood to their current employment, was an eye-
opener but more significantly, served as quiet reminders to themselves about their 
‘struggles’ to beat a system that favours men. As they reminisced through their 
emotional tales, some even teared, recollecting family hardships, financial 
deprivation and eventually choosing education as a career as it ‘paid for itself’.  
Career trajectory was the first major theme. While most of these women had low 
aspirations for themselves, having no career plan, they grabbed management 
opportunities as ‘doors opened’. Work related challenges fast became the norm for 
these newly promoted women. Stereotyping and cultural norms, power relations 
and, balancing work and family life were clearly major themes that emerged from 
their narratives.   
 
The most pronounced findings from the data, extracted from the themes discussed 
above, are shared. Discrimination against women leaders and stereotyping in an 
androcentric education district lead to power relations in the form of resistance from 
subordinates, disrespect, insubordination and recruitment prejudices. Conflicts with 
peers and schools had become a natural occurrence in the day-to-day encounters 
as a result of the patriarchal mentalities. Women felt the psychological and emotional 
strain from these challenges, leading to poor self-image and low confidence. Work 
pressures of long hours and family demands have led to stress and burnout as 
women leaders struggled to manage their time. These findings have shed more light 
on the path forward: neutralise a strong male-dominated work environment to 
increase gender equity, and promote quality women leadership by professionalising 
their appointment and continuing professional development. Their roles can be 
supported and enhanced through mentoring, role-modelling, coaching, and wellness 
programmes. The aims of this study were therefore met. It is anticipated that this will 
result in women district senior leadership strengthened and enhanced towards 
equity and equality. 
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ANNEXURE C 
 
 
SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW SCHEDULE - FEMALE EDUATIONAL 
SENIOR LEADERS: 
 
POSITION: District Director/Deputy Director/Circuit Manager/Cluster Leader or 
IDSO 
 
 
1. Tell me about yourself:  Where were you brought up, your family, your 
educational background …? 
 
2. How has your background influenced your leadership and management 
style? 
 
3. As a female leader, what are your experiences in your everyday interactions 
with schools and district staff? 
 
4. What do you think are the perceptions of school principals and district staff of 
you as a female district senior leader? 
 
5. As a female district senior leader, what challenges do you face in balancing 
your work and family life? 
 
6. How can the role of female district leaders be supported and developed to 
enhance their leadership roles? 
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ANNEXURE D 
 
 
 
SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW SCHEDULE - FEMALE EDUATIONAL 
SENIOR LEADERS: 
 
  (more detailed as a guide for the interviewer) 
 
POSITION:  District Director/Deputy Director/Circuit Manager/Cluster Leader or 
IDSOs 
 
 
 
7. Tell me about yourself:  Where were you brought up, your family, your 
educational background …? 
1.1. Where were you born? 
1.2. How many in your family? 
1.3. As a sibling, in what position are you in your family? 
1.4. Would you say that your family was male dominated or female dominated? 
1.5. Would you say that you come from an advantaged or a disadvantaged 
background?  Please provide reasons for your answer. 
1.6. Who in your family/student life influenced your life the most? 
1.7. How would you rate yourself among other children that you grew up with? Was 
it more of a leader or a follower? 
1.8. Did you attend an all girls’ school or a co-education school? 
1.9. What are your educational qualifications? 
 
8. How has your background influenced your leadership and management 
style? 
2.1. How did you get into your current position? 
2.2. How long have you held this position?  
2.3. How did you feel when you were 1st appointed in your current position? How do 
you feel now? 
2.4. Did you always aspire to be a leader in the district? 
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2.5. Please tell me about the people who have been most helpful on your way to 
being appointed as a district leader? 
2.6. As a female, how do you perceive your role as an educational leader? 
2.7. What leadership skills do you believe you often demonstrate? 
2.8. Do you feel that your educational background equipped you well-enough to cope 
with the challenges of being a district senior leader? Please elaborate. 
2.9. What is your personal philosophy of leadership? 
2.10. Do you feel that if you had been a male, reactions to your promotion might have 
been different? 
2.11. Do you feel that your gender has in any way disadvantaged or advantaged you 
in this position? 
 
9. As a female leader, what are your experiences in your everyday 
interactions with schools and district staff? 
9.1 What was the general reaction of your colleagues towards your promotion? 
9.2 How do your staff members relate to you at work? 
9.3 Do female and male staff members respond differently when you give 
instructions? 
9.4 Who ignores your instructions? 
9.5 What could be the reason that person/s ignores your instructions? 
9.6 How do you deal with insubordination? 
9.7 What kinds of topics do you and your staff argue about in staff meetings? 
 
10. What do you think are the perceptions of school principals and district staff 
of you as a female district senior leader? 
10.1 What are your general experiences in your everyday interactions with schools 
and district staff? 
10.2 What challenges do you experience with school principals? 
10.3 What challenges do you experience with district staff? 
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10.4 There is a belief that female educational leaders seem to face greater 
difficulties and obstacles than male educational leaders.  Do you agree with 
this belief? Please elaborate. 
10.5 Please comment on the type of attitude that the following have towards your 
leadership as a woman: 
 Female colleagues; 
 Male colleagues; 
 Officials from head office; 
 School principals in your district; 
10.6 Do power relations at schools, district office and head office affect your role 
as a female district senior leader? If so, how? 
10.7 Please comment on the aspect of gender equity and gender equality in the 
treatment of male and female district leaders in general; 
 
11. As a female district senior leader, what challenges do you face in balancing 
your work and family life? 
11.1 Are you married? 
11.2 Do you have children? 
11.3 What was the general reaction of your family and friends towards your 
promotion? 
11.4 Do your responsibilities as a wife and as a mother interfere with your role as 
a district senior leader? 
11.5 How supportive are your family members in helping you to maintain this dual 
role? 
11.6 As compared to their male counterparts, most women seem to have more 
responsibilities when it comes to family.  What challenges and successes 
have you faced in balancing your work life and your family life? 
11.7 If you had to do it all over again, would you want to be a district senior leader 
again?  Why? 
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12. How can the role of female district leaders be supported and developed to 
enhance their leadership roles? 
12.1 I am sure you have had many successes as a district leader.  Please tell me 
about some of them. 
12.2 Do you feel there is adequate institutional mentoring and support for 
incumbents? 
12.3 Are their adequate networking opportunities to grow and develop in this 
position, especially with females in similar positions? 
12.4 What kind of advice would you give to other females who aspire to become 
female leaders at district offices? 
12.5 What qualities do you feel a female leader should possess to enable her to 
lead and manage her district role successfully? 
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          ANNEXURE E 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW WITH PRINCIPALS (3 TO 5 PEOPLE): 
 
 
1. How do you relate to the female district leaders (i.e. you cluster leader, circuit 
manager and district director)? 
2. How do you usually react when your female cluster leader gives you instructions? 
3. What could be the reason for this reaction and how does she deal with it? 
4. Taking into account that they are women; would you have related differently to 
them if they were male? 
5. What strengths does your cluster leader exhibit that are? 
 Similar to male leaders in similar positions; 
 Different to male leaders in similar positions 
6. What weaknesses does your cluster leader exhibit that are? 
 Similar to male leaders in similar positions; 
 Different to male leaders in similar positions 
7. There is a common belief that female leaders experience their roles differently 
from their male counterparts.  Do you agree with this statement? 
8. How, in your opinion, do you often see your colleagues (male and female) 
respond differently when a female cluster leader or circuit manager or district 
director gives instructions? 
9. When discussing in district staff meetings, what kinds of topics are argued? 
10. Who do you prefer as your immediate supervisor, male or female? Why?  
11. What advice would you give female educational leaders to enhance their 
leadership roles? 
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ANNEXURE F 
 
 
 
 
FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW WITH DISTRICT STAFF (3 TO 4 PEOPLE): 
 
 
1. How do you relate to the female district leaders such as the district 
director/deputy director/circuit manager/cluster leader? 
2. How do you usually react when your female senior leader gives you instructions? 
3. What could be the reason for this reaction and how does she deal with it? 
4. Taking into account that they are women; would you have related differently to 
them if they were male? 
5. What strengths do the female district leaders exhibit that are: 
 Similar to male leaders in similar positions; 
 Different to male leaders in similar positions 
6. What weaknesses do the female district leaders exhibit that are: 
 Similar to male leaders in similar positions; 
 Different to male leaders in similar positions 
7. There is a common belief that female leaders experience their roles differently 
from their male counterparts.  Do you agree with this statement? 
8. How, in your opinion, do you often see your colleagues (male and female) 
respond differently when a female senior district leader gives instructions? 
9. When discussing in district staff meetings, what kinds of topics are argued? 
10. Who do you prefer as your manager, male or female? Why?  
11. What advice would you give female educational leaders to enhance their 
leadership roles? 
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ANNEXURE G 
 
UNIVERSITY OF JOHANNESBURG 
CONSENT FORM 
 
 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
I am a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership and Management Faculty 
conducting a research.  My interest is to explore the experiences of female district 
senior leaders, comprising the director, deputy directors, circuit managers and 
cluster leaders, in their leadership roles in the education district office.  
 
The history of educational leadership in South Africa reveals that women continue 
to face barriers and challenges especially at lower and middle management levels, 
discouraging them from performing at their peak and attaining top management 
posts.  Central to my research is the view of gender experience of inequality, 
inferiority and oppression located within a capitalist and patriarchal society.  
 
Critical to my research are the views and experiences that school principals and 
district staff have of the female district senior leaders that they have interacted with.  
The views and experiences of the female district senior leaders themselves are 
fundamental to this study. 
 
You have been identified as a female district senior leader to share some of your 
views and experiences of how you function in your leadership role. 
 
Please note the following: 
 
1. The individual Interview details will be discussed with you by the researcher. 
2. Participation is completely voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. 
3. There are no correct or incorrect answers. Your views on female leadership 
and leadership practices form the thrust of this study. 
4. Your responses are strictly confidential and anonymity will prevail at all times. 
5. Permission to conduct this survey has been obtained from the Gauteng 
Department of Education and ethical clearance has been received by the UJ 
Ethical Committee. 
 
Thank you for your most generous contribution and assistance in this study. 
 
Kishan Bodalina 
Researcher – University of Johannesburg 
bodalinak@gmail.com; 082 556 6645 
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CONSENT: I, _____________________________________________, (please 
print clearly) hereby give my consent to be interviewed by the above researcher, a 
student of the University of Johannesburg. 
 
 
 
 
__________________________    ___________________ 
Signature of respondent     Date 
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ANNEXURE J 
 
